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Transformation at the cultural interface: exploring the experiences of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander students undertaking university studies. 
While transformative learning has been investigated in a range of contexts, there 
remains little known about the extent to which higher education is transformative for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. Therefore, this study explores the experiences 
of Indigenous students undertaking university studies in order to understand the nuances and 
complexities of their journeys into and throughout the cultural interface within the context of 
higher education. 
This qualitative interpretive study applied narrative inquiry to investigate the 
experiences of 19 undergraduate Indigenous university students. Written narratives, focus 
groups and in-depth interviews were used to collate 19 individual student stories for analysis 
and interpretation.  
The key themes emergent from these narratives related to the students’ development of 
self-efficacy, the negotiation of their families’ perceptions and expectations and the affirming 
of their cultural identities as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. The two key 
theoretical concepts used to guide the discussion of the themes were Nakata’s (2007) cultural 
interface theory and Mezirow’s (1991) transformative learning theory. 
The findings of this study revealed that university learning had fostered, for most of the 
student participants, a sense of transformation and change. New relationships with peers were 
found to be a critical part of the students’ support network while at university. As the students 
progressed throughout their studies, they gained confidence and a sense of belonging within 
the university community. Such enablers fostered an increased sense of self-worth and 
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wellbeing that further developed the students’ sense of self-efficacy and ability to succeed at 
the cultural interface of higher education. Family was seen as vitally important in relation to 
support for the students but also at times a challenge to be negotiated carefully.  Finally, it was 
also found that university had strengthened the students’ relationship to their Indigeneity. 
These findings have key implications for the way institutions support and teach Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander students and provides a nuanced insight into their university journeys at 
the cultural interface.  
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Glossary of Terms 
For the purposes of this study the following key terms and concepts are defined as 
follows: 
 
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 
An Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander is (Department of Aboriginal Affairs in 
Gardiner-Garden, 2001):  
• a person of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander descent  
• who identifies as being of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander origin and  
• who is accepted as such by the community with which the person associates. 
 
Australian Tertiary Entrance Rank (ATAR) 
Australia’s tertiary education ranking systems. Students are ranked between 0 and 
99.95 based on school and examination results undertaken in senior years of schooling. 
 
Cultural Interface 
The multi-layered and multi-dimensional space where Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
histories, cultures and people shape the ways in which Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders 
understand and express themselves (Nakata, 2007).  
 
Higher Education 
Education beyond school, especially to degree level at a university or similar 




Term used to encompass both Aboriginal people and Torres Strait Islander people in 
Australia (AIATSIS, 2018).  
Noongar 
A collective term referring to Aboriginal people from the South West of Western 
Australia. Literally translate to Person or the People (South West Aboriginal Land and Sea 
Council, 2020).  
Transformative Learning 
The process through which learners transform frames of references (mindsets, habits of 
mind, meaning perspectives) that expands their worldview and transforms their perspectives 
“to make them more inclusive, discriminating, open, reflective and emotionally able to change” 








This thesis explores the experiences of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander university 
students enrolled at a university in Perth, Western Australia. While more Indigenous people enter 
into university than ever before, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people remain 
significantly under-represented in Australia’s higher education sector (Pechenkina & Anderson, 
2011). Furthermore, despite increasing numbers of graduates, Indigenous students complete their 
degrees at rates significantly lower than their non-Indigenous counterparts (Behrendt et al., 
2012). Although Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders peoples’ engagement with higher 
education presents significant opportunities, it also poses acute challenges and ongoing tensions 
(Nakata, 2007a).  While the current body of literature focuses on the enablers and barriers to 
Indigenous student success at university, more needs to be understood about the experiences of 
students in negotiating the cultural interface (Nakata, 2007a) and the ways in which such an 
engagement impacts upon the lives of those undertaking a university journey. The cultural 
interface is the space where Indigenous and non-Indigenous histories, cultures and people inform 
the ways Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders understand and express themselves and shape 
the contexts within which they live, work and study (Nakata, 2007a). Giving voice to Indigenous 
student narratives and their experiences of the cultural interface within the context of higher 
education is critical in sharpening a focus on a strengths-based discourse in relation to enhancing 
outcomes for Indigenous university students.  
 
Background to the Study 
Despite most Australian universities working towards improving educational outcomes 




Indigenous students. As reported by the Review of higher education access and outcomes for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, Indigenous students constitute only 1.4% of the 
overall national domestic student population – significantly below the 2.2% required to meet 
parity (Behrendt, 2012). While there has been an increase in Indigenous students gaining 
access to university, retention and completion rates remain comparatively low (Asmar et al., 
2014). The reasons for this are multi-layered and complex. The literature indicates a range of 
factors that include financial issues (Barney, 2016; Behrendt, 2012; Herbert, 2006), racism 
(Bodkin-Andrews et al., 2008; Herbert, 2006; Rochecouste et al., 2014), and difficulties 
balancing study with external responsibilities and obligations, particularly in relation to family 
matters (Barney, 2016). However, it is reported that for Indigenous students who achieved 
success, a number of enablers were seen as vital to their achievements. For example, the work 
of universities’ Indigenous support units (Asmar et al., 2014, Barney, 2016; Cameron & 
Robinson 2014; Day & Nolde, 2009; Herbert, 2006; White, 2009), family support and 
encouragement (Barney, 2016; Cameron & Robinson, 2014; West et al., 2014), and strong 
student peer relationships (Barney, 2016; Hall et al., 2015).  
However, despite the importance of these lines of enquiry, a deeper exploration of the 
nuanced ways in which Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students experience and navigate 
the cultural interface is required.   Understanding the interface as a process (Nakata 2007b); 
one that is particular to each individual, is critical in appreciating the need for unique accounts 
of students’ experiences within this complex space. Narratives of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander student journeys are important in elucidating how their university experiences at the 
interface influence, shape or change their understandings of self, their perceptions of others 
within their social and educational contexts as well as a broader sense of their belonging and 
agency within the world around them. Through these narratives, the complexities and 




ways that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students navigate through potential barriers to 
success and the more complex transforming processes of the cultural interface (Nakata, 2007a).  
Such accounts also serve to ground Nakata’s theoretical work in the realities of students’ lives 
at the interface. While Nakata’s work is central to thinking and practice, particularly in relation 
to Indigenous student engagement with higher education, more needs to be understood about 
precisely what the cultural interface is and how students’ situatedness within such complexity 
impacts on them as individual learners from the perspectives of those whose experience is 
firsthand. Not only has this the potential to emphasise the diversities within Indigenous student 
cohorts, it may also inform better support practices that are tailored to Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander learners in highly effective individualised ways that enhance student success and 
outcomes in Australian universities.  
While this remains somewhat underexplored in the context of Indigenous higher 
education, a critical discourse examining the experiences of learners in adult and continuing 
education emerges from a significant body of work informed by the concept of transformative 
learning (Mezirow, 1991). For decades, research on transformative learning has sought to 
understand adult learners’ experiences and articulate the ways in which such learning can be 
catalysts for changes in individuals, their perspectives and worldviews. This theoretical lens 
applied to student narratives at the cultural interface may present new ways of understanding 
and interpreting the experiences of Indigenous students in higher education.  
 
Study Aims 
 This study aims to understand the nuances of Indigenous students’ experiences at 
university, the potential for transformation to occur throughout their engagement with higher 
education and the meanings that students attach to their experiences and changes that may 




study also seeks to make recommendations for university policy, pedagogy, and practice within 
higher education to enhance Indigenous student outcomes.   
 
Significance of the Study 
 Despite a significant body of research focusing on Indigenous student experiences at 
university, and the various factors that inhibit or enable achievement for Indigenous university 
students, there is a gap in the literature exploring the complexities and nuances of individual 
students’ experiences in the context of university studies. With continued fluctuations in 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander student retention, success and completion rates (Asmar et 
al., 2014), new ways of examining the experiences of Indigenous university students is critical. 
Furthermore, understanding what life is like studying at the cultural interface of academia 
provides a means through which to explore ways that engagement with university impacts upon 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students and the potential for university learning to catalyse 
shifts in the way individuals think about themselves and the world around them. By giving voice 
to students through their own narratives, it is also then possible to understand what such 
influences or changes may mean for them as individuals, their families and their communities. 
The findings of this study may subsequently inform curriculum design, learning and teaching 
strategies and support practices for Indigenous university students in improving Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander student outcomes in higher education.  
 
Research Question 
A key overarching research question underpins this study:  
• Are universities, at the cultural interface, a site of transformative learning for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander undergraduate students?  
This primary research question is supported by the following sub-questions: 
5 
• If universities are sites of transformative learning, how is such transformation
fostered and what meanings do students attach to personal transformative
change?
• Furthermore, how does such change manifest for Indigenous students?
Structure of the Thesis 
Chapter One: Introduction 
The introductory chapter of this Thesis has outlined the background to this study as 
well the significance and purpose of the research. The guiding research question is also stated. 
Chapter Two: Literature Review 
A review of the literature relevant to this study is featured in Chapter Two.  This review 
explores recent studies published within the bodies of research related to both Indigenous 
higher education, the cultural interface and transformative learning. Reviewed studies relating 
to Indigenous higher education explored recent studies that looked at student support, student 
success and retention relating to Indigenous students studying at university. It also reviewed 
studies that investigated the experiences of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders university 
students and the role that Indigenous support units play in their educational journeys. 
Reviewed studies relating to transformative learning focussed specifically on research that 
featured learners within a range of learning environments – both formal and informal. The 
extent to which research explicitly explored the link between transformative learning and 
Indigenous students were also reviewed. The theoretical concepts used in this study to discuss 
the findings are also outlined; Mezirow’s (1978) transformative learning theory and Nakata’s 




Chapter Three: Methodology 
 The methodology used for this study is discussed in Chapter Three. The research 
method, context, participant recruitment, data collection and method of analysis are all 
detailed. Ethical considerations and the limitations of this study are also presented towards the 
conclusion of this Chapter. Both have been influential theoretical frameworks in research 
exploring student participation in adult and continuing education.  
 
Chapter Four: Findings 
The findings that emerge from the qualitative data analysis are discussed in Chapter 
Four. Themes that emerge from the analysis are presented along with sub-themes.  
 
Chapter Five: Discussion 
 Chapter Five presents the discussion of the findings. This discussion contextualises the 
study’s findings in relation to the existing literature and theoretical framework. 
Recommendations based on the implications of this study will be provided along with 
suggestions for future research relating to transformative learning within the context of 




















This chapter presents a review of literature relevant to this study. As such, the review 
focussed on two key domains of inquiry. The first related to the broad concept of Indigenous 
higher education. More specifically, the review focused on the experiences of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander students at university, factors that inhibit or enable success or 
achievement and the ways in which Indigenous students perceive their relationships to 
academia. The second focus area for this review examined research specifically related to 
transformative learning within the context of higher education. Finally, the review included 
any research that explored the relationship between Indigenous higher education and the body 
of literature pertaining to transformative learning. The purpose of this was to understand, 
evaluate and summarise the existing body of research relevant to the research topic. This 
review also sought to identify gaps in current understandings relating to Indigenous student 
experiences at university and provide clarity and focus to the study’s research. Furthermore, 
the literature review explicates the theoretical concepts that guided the study’s design.  
 
Search Strategy 
A concept map, presented below in Figure One, was used to direct the literature search. 
This provided an organised approach to the literature search across multiple databases. For 
each key search concept, detailed recordings of search terms, key words or phrases, Boolean 




provides evidence of the process undertaken to decide on which articles were ultimately 
included in the review. In conducting this literature review, three main search concepts were 
used, and searched separately, within the broad research domain of ‘education’. Therefore, 



















Literature search concept map 
24 Relevant Articles Found 
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Figure 2 
Literature search concept map: Transformative learning; transformative learning and Indigenous/Aboriginal 
5 Relevant Articles Found 29 Relevant Articles Found 0 Relevant Articles Found
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The first iteration of the literature search pertained to the broad concept of ‘Indigenous 
higher education’. The scope of search terms employed were deliberately wide-ranging enough 
to encompass most activities commonly associated with Indigenous student experiences within 
higher education institutions. Therefore, the following search terms were used: ‘Indigenous 
higher education’ AND; ‘student experience’; ‘student support’; ‘retention’; ‘Indigenous 
centre’; ‘student success’ OR ‘outcomes’. The second key search domain related to 
transformative learning in higher education using the terms ‘transformative learning’ AND 
‘university’ OR ‘higher education’. The third concept focused on the cultural interface using 
key words: ‘cultural interface’ AND university AND student. Relevant identified databases 
used in the search were Informit, SAGE and Proquest. For the first search concept ‘Indigenous 
higher education’ the Indigenous research database Learning Ground was also used given its 
explicit focus on Indigenous matters. Finally, the two key search concepts were combined into 
another search using the key words of ‘transformation’ OR ‘transform* learning’ AND 
‘Indigenous higher education’. 
The body of literature reviewed extended from 2006 to 2019. As the study was 
commenced in 2016, the review encompassed all literature within the previous decade.  
However, texts sourced outside of this date range were included where the contribution was 
deemed either seminal or of importance and not reported within the previous decade. Across 
both search concepts, articles were included only if they were research papers published in the 
English language. Articles were also only included if participants were defined, in some way, 
as being an adult learner (whether in a formal or informal educational setting or in the 
professional sphere). Therefore, studies focusing on the primary or secondary schooling 





Full results of the search strategy are outlined in the search strategy and in Figure 1 and 
Figure 2.  Using the search criteria above, duplicate articles were removed (across the various 
databases and search results), a title and abstract scan was conducted in applying the 
inclusion/exclusion criteria. This was then followed by a full-article review that produced 24 
relevant articles for the concept ‘Indigenous higher education’ and 29 relevant articles for the 
concept ‘transformative learning theory’. The search for the key concept ‘cultural interface’ 
returned no relevant literature.  These 53 articles were included in this review. The majority 
(34) of the studies were qualitative, some were mixed-methods (15) and four were quantitative 
analyses. This review is structured thematically in accordance with the dominant areas of focus 
within the reviewed body of research with summaries at the conclusion of each section to 
synthesise findings of the relevant studies.  
 
Indigenous Higher Education 
Previous research in the context of Indigenous higher education has focussed on a 
broad range of areas. Much of the literature focusses on capturing the experiences of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students at university (Barney, 2013; Bingham et al., 
2014; Rochecouste et al., 2014; White, 2009), the factors for Indigenous success/student 
outcomes (Day & Nolde, 2009; Gallop & Bastien, 2016; Herbert, 2006; McMurchy-Pilkington, 
2013; Pidgeon et al., 2014; Trudgett, 2014),  the enablers and obstacles to success (Barney, 
2016; Cameron & Robinson 2014; Curtis et al., 2015; Kinnane et al., 2014; West et al., 2014), 
retention strategies for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students in higher education 
(Asmar et al., 2014; Mills et al., 2014; Pechenkina, 2015; Shah & Widin, 2010;), and 
increasing Indigenous participation in higher education (Powell & Lawley, 2008). Other 




preparedness (Hall 2015; Hall et al., 2015) while Demosthenous (2012) specifically looked at 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students’ perceptions of their relationships to academia.  
 
Indigenous Student Experiences of Higher Education 
A range of studies have reported on the experiences of both undergraduate and 
postgraduate Indigenous students in higher education. One study undertaken with a view to 
providing a more supportive learning experience for Indigenous postgraduate students sought 
to give voice to current and completed Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander higher degree 
(coursework and research) students (Barney, 2013). This study, involving 12 participants, 
identified unique issues that Indigenous postgraduates face throughout the course of their 
studies. Firstly, participants emphasised that while postgraduate study can be isolating for any 
students, the feeling is particularly pronounced for Indigenous students where often they are 
the only Indigenous student in their School or Faculty. Relatedly, participants felt that there 
was a lack of networking opportunities, peer-support or mentoring available to support their 
learning and progress. Cultural differences were also identified as a major issue for the 
participants where students felt that supervisors and universities lacked cultural understanding 
specific to their situations.   
Despite obstacles such as those outlined by Barney (2013) a study of the experiences of 
Indigenous, female, college students in Canada, Bingham et al. (2014) found higher education 
was also seen as a pathway to individual, familial and community empowerment. The study 
also indicated the lives of Indigenous women studying at college were significantly impacted 
by a combination of cultural and familial factors. Participants spoke of college studies as a 
bicultural experience, one that required a maintained connection to culture and fellow 
Indigenous peers to negotiate a somewhat alien cultural space. In this regard, Native American 




Family was seen as both an enabler and obstacle for Indigenous women and family support 
was seen as vital, but as domestic responsibilities remained with the women, this impacted 
their ability to fully engage with their studies. In response to these findings, this study 
recommended that institutions recognise and respond to the multi-layered constellation of 
factors that impact on Indigenous students, particularly on women. Given the importance of 
culture, institutions should facilitate connection to culture, and Indigenous support centres were 
found to be integral to this. Furthermore, support workers should keep in mind the external 
factors that may shape student learning and career ambitions.  
Within the Australian context, White (2009) sought to understand the experiences of 
Indigenous women graduates and how their learning experiences and qualifications have 
shaped their career prospects. White (2009) found that the women who participated in her 
study (n=13) had generally limited educational background that were often tainted by poor 
schooling experiences (due to family obligations, poor health or being expelled). However, 
their university experiences were reflected on as being a journey of self-discovery and personal 
growth. Such a finding resonates with studies on transformative learning (Bridwell, 2013; 
Jeyaraj & Harland; Madsen, 2009). Teaching staff, positive learning environments, 
Indigenous-specific pathway programs and the support of the Indigenous centre were all 
attributed with being important enablers of success. Balancing family and study commitments 
as well as financial issues were seen as a key obstacle for Indigenous women studying at 
university. For postgraduate students, the journey was found to be a little more difficult. 
Fortunately, the experience of racism or sexism was not evident in any participants’ reflections 
and this was largely attributed to the University’s ethos and commitment to reconciliation. 
However, there was sense amongst the participants that their peers perceived that as Aboriginal 
students, they received favouritism from academic staff. All participants recognised that their 




that additional support in transitioning from higher education to employment would have been 
beneficial. Ultimately, as Indigenous education units continue to play an important role in the 
academic, cultural and personal support of Indigenous students. White (2009) argues that 
institutions must better support their work to improve educational outcomes for Indigenous 
students at university, particularly women. Results of this study are limited to a single 
educational context and, therefore, may not be transferable across to other educational 
contexts. 
In examining the extent to which cultural safety is provided for Indigenous students by 
Australian universities, Rochecouste and colleagues (2014) found that student experiences in 
higher education remain detrimentally impacted by racism (from peers – both non-Indigenous 
and Indigenous – and university faculty), stereotyping (often used in class by students and 
teachers alike) and social isolation (particularly at the postgraduate level). Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander students also found that they were counselled out of enrolling in 
particular disciplines that were considered ‘non-traditional’ areas of study for Indigenous 
people. In response to these findings, Rochecouste and colleagues (2014) argue that 
universities must raise awareness of cultural insensitivity and take responsibility for providing 
cultural safety to its Indigenous cohorts. While these are useful recommendations, this research 
does not thoroughly explore the contested nature of the concept of cultural safety and some 
more recent critiques of its use within higher education (Nakata 2013). Furthermore, 
comparative data across alternative sites of analysis would have been beneficial in reinforcing 
the findings of this study. 
The student experiences presented across the studies explained above (Barney, 2013; 
Bingham et al., 2014; Rochecouste et al., 2014; White, 2009), demonstrate that Indigenous 
university students experience higher education as cultural outsiders. While White (2009) 
identifies that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students experience a sense of personal 
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growth and change, a commonality amongst the studies is the students’ experiences of 
marginalisation, discrimination and racism. The importance of Indigenous support to the 
students’ persistence despite such challenges was highlighted and draws attention to not only 
the unique barriers Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students face in undertaking 
university studies, but also the factors that contribute to student success despite potentially 
challenging circumstances faced by Indigenous people in academia.  
Indigenous Student Factors for Success/Positive Student Outcomes in Higher Education 
Beyond the focus on student experiences at university, a number of studies sought to 
investigate what enables successful outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students 
undertaking studies in the context of higher education. Day and Nolde (2009) conducted a 
longitudinal study to examine the success factors for the retention of first year special entry 
Aboriginal students at an Australian metropolitan university. This study found that there were 
few identifiable differences in terms of learning needs of Aboriginal students when compared 
to non-Indigenous first-year students. Furthermore, the Aboriginal students did not see 
themselves in any way different to their non-Indigenous peers and reported having little 
connection to Indigenous culture. Yet, factors influencing academic success were specifically 
related to Indigenous support structures (both informal and formal). For example, a 
distinguishing aspect of their experiences as Indigenous university students was their 
connectedness to one another and the importance of the Indigenous centre in supporting their 
learning journeys. Also, Indigenous centres were seen as crucial in developing friendships that 
sustained Indigenous students in their studies in the face of challenging personal and 
educational experiences.  
In another recent study exploring how universities can increase participation, retention 
and success of Indigenous university students, Gallop and Bastien (2016) found that 
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Indigenous-specific preparatory pathways and Indigenous centres were key influencers for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students’ in choosing their place of study. Both were seen 
to reduce anxiety about studying at university and provided students with space to socialise and 
connect with one another. In terms of retention and success, peer-support and mentoring/role-
modelling were key motivators for students to persist and succeed. Furthermore, supportive 
authority figures were seen as crucial, particularly in relation to encouragement and positive 
feedback as this led to increased self-belief. Relatedly, clear and high expectations were 
important in building student confidence in their abilities. Low expectations led students to 
think they were less capable or not being taken seriously. Based on these findings, the 
researchers recommended that institutions should help students find their strengths and 
maintain their cultural integrity. To do so, universities should develop dedicated teachers with 
high expectations and high levels of belief in their students and provide enriching learning 
spaces and learning environments that are both challenging and supportive. Relating to 
pedagogy and assessment, teachers must be supportive and approachable and provide clear, 
rapid feedback.  
Indigenous university students’ perceptions of success in higher education was also 
explored in a study by Herbert (2006), which highlighted the ways in which Indigenous student 
cohorts within higher education are becoming increasingly diverse, with differing educational 
backgrounds, life experiences and socio-economic status. In exploring the phenomenological 
aspects of the participants’ journeys, it was found that the most positive form of support for 
Indigenous students came from their Indigenous support centre. Similarly, in evaluating the 
factors that led to their success, preparatory programs were valued highly by participants. 
Additionally, peer-to-peer and student-to-staff relationships were seen as vital. In terms of 
barriers to success, racism and financial issues were identified repeatedly. Beyond achieving 
positive academic outcomes and course completions, participants also saw success as being the 
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development of skills necessary to enable autonomy in decision-making relating to not only 
studies, but life in general. Positive personal change, being able to participate within the overall 
university experience and become more effective at communicating and critical thinking were 
defined as being success. Interestingly, participants reflected that as they acquired what they 
considered more Western knowledge, they developed a deeper sense of their own identity as 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. This led to participants developing a sense that 
they became more confident and articulate in engaging with their learning from a standpoint 
informed by their own worldview. Interestingly, the participants also identified that success 
was ultimately up to them. Herbert (2006) therefore argues that within the context of higher 
education, the discourse must shift away from one informed by notions of deficit and failure, 
towards one driven by expectations of success and achievement. 
While coming from a significantly different national, political and cultural context, 
McMurchy-Pilkington (2013) found that success factors for Maori university students in 
Aotearoa/New Zealand were similar to those identified by Herbert (2006). Maori ownership 
and comfort within learning spaces were found to be important. Furthermore, participants 
(n=100) indicated that feeling spiritually, culturally and emotionally comfortable with faculty 
was crucial. Learning also needed to be success oriented, fun, engaging and designed with real-
world practicality in mind. It was also crucial that curriculum, pedagogy and support were 
grounded in a respect for Maori culture. Barriers to success were transport, family obligations 
and expectations, cultural obligations and financial hardship. McMurchy-Pilkington (2013) 
argues for the development of learning spaces that value Maori culture and provide space for 
social interaction and collaboration between students and staff. This aligns with Herbert’s 
(2006) findings in reinforcing the importance of learning spaces and staff that value Indigenous 




The ability of Indigenous university students to shape their own educational 
trajectories, despite facing racism and discrimination was demonstrated in a more recent 
longitudinal study (Amundsen, 2019), which reinforced McMurchy-Pilkington’s findings and 
demonstrated the agential nature with which Maori university students transition into and 
engage with adult and continuing education. The complex interplay of identity, agency and 
structural barriers and enablers inhibit and empower Maori students at university. Participants 
engaged across a university, polytechnic and wānanga (Maori teaching and research institute) 
articulated the importance of valuing cultural identity within the respective learning 
environments. For those studying at the wānanga, students felt they had an explicit advantage 
over those enrolled at the university or polytechnic as the wānanga embraced Maori culture in 
a far more explicit and embedded way when compared to the other education institutions.  
A common theme amongst the Australian-based literature is the importance of peer 
support to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. In the Canadian context, Pidgeon and 
others (2014) similarly found that peer mentoring was identified as a key factor for success in 
examining the impact of a peer mentoring program on Indigenous graduate students in Canada. 
The researchers specifically explored the cultural safety of a program called Students Achieve 
Goals through Education (SAGE). SAGE is a peer-mentoring program that originated in 
British Columbia in 2005. Indigenous faculty members provide mentorship and guidance; 
however, the important leaders of this initiative are the graduate students themselves. Two key 
themes emerged in this study. The first was that such a program enabled students to develop a 
beneficial sense of belonging and meaningful relationships with peers and faculty in a 
culturally appropriate refuge from the stresses of student life. The program also served as a 
strong way to encourage other Indigenous students to take up graduate studies.  The second 
was that this program also fostered a sense of personal accountability amongst the participating 




and its importance to themselves and the broader community. Although this study is limited to 
the North American context, Pidgeon and others (2014) provide some useful recommendations. 
They argue that institutions should develop policies and practices that encourage direct 
engagement between faculty and graduate students. Furthermore, such an endeavour would 
support a university’s efforts to recruit and retain Indigenous students and encourage current 
students to aspire to taking up further studies in research degrees. 
Strong peer and supervisory relationships were also critical elements of success for 
Indigenous postgraduate research students. Trudgett (2014) found that trusting relationships 
between students and their supervisors, cultural safety and supervisors’ respect and value for 
the fact that Indigenous people possess valuable knowledge that may not be recognisable 
through a Western lens were all important factors for success. Furthermore, Trudgett (2014) 
found that the involvement of the Indigenous community in the supervisory process can enrich 
the research. On a more practical level, processes relating to research need to be clearly 
explained and outlined. In some cases, the gender and cultural background of the supervisor 
may be an important consideration in supervising Indigenous research students and needs to be 
considered prior to committing to a supervisory relationship. 
Evident throughout the literature pertaining to success factors for Indigenous students at 
university is the importance of Indigenous-led support within universities. In the Australian 
context, Indigenous centres and tailored academic programs and peer support were critical for 
students in overcoming the complex and multifaceted challenges Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander students face. The literature emphasises the importance of Indigenous students feeling 
their learning environments are culturally responsive and embracing of their Indigeneity. 
Relationships between peers and academics were also found to be critical factors for 





Enablers and obstacles to success for Indigenous university students 
A key area of focus for contemporary research in Indigenous higher education is the 
enablers and obstacles to success for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cohorts studying at 
university. Such inhibitors and success factors were investigated by Barney (2016) within the 
context of an Australian university. In conducting interviews with 50 current and non-
completed Indigenous university students, Barney (2016) found that there were a range of 
critical challenges that students faced throughout their university journeys. The first year in 
higher education was a daunting experience that often saw students withdraw. Similarly, the 
transition into the second year of study was challenging for Indigenous students primarily due 
to difficulties with the coursework and more personal factors such as a lack of motivation, 
burning out and self-doubt. Participants also highlighted that studying at university can be 
culturally and socially isolating. Some found it difficult to make friends and others considered 
a lack of cultural understanding from faculty and fellow students (i.e. racism and being called 
on to speak on behalf of all Indigenous people) to be a key barrier to their successful 
engagement with their studies. Furthermore, the cultural obligations that Indigenous students 
have external to their studies did adversely impact their studies and was often not well 
understood by university staff. As with the findings of Herbert (2006) and McMurchy-
Pilkington (2013), financial difficulties were a major barrier to studies. In terms of success 
factors, participants cited personal determination and motivation, family support as well as the 
university’s recognition of Indigenous days of significance. The Indigenous centre was also 
seen as crucial to success, however, some participants noted that they were unaware of the 
Centre’s existence or perceived the support offered as only for those who were struggling.  
Some studies focused their investigations on the experiences of Indigenous students 
undertaking studies within particular disciplines, such as West and others (2014) who explored 




their successful educational outcomes.  According to participants individual student 
characteristics such as motivations for choosing nursing, personal attributes and strength of 
identity, and aptitude towards the topic area of nursing contributed to the students’ resilience 
and helped them overcome racism and become independent learners. Additionally, life and 
work experiences and timing were considered as important success factors. Institutional 
structures, systems and processes such as staff leadership, culturally appropriate learning and 
teaching practices and flexibility in academic policy and procedures were valued. Furthermore, 
relationships, connections and partnerships between the nursing school and Indigenous centres, 
between nursing students, between student and academics, and between Indigenous students 
and the wider university and industry were all seen as key factors for success. Based on these 
findings West and others (2014) encourage universities to prioritise the appointment of 
Indigenous academics into nursing schools and ensure that partnerships between schools of 
nursing and Indigenous support centres are strong. It was also deemed important that faculty 
and support staff undertake cross-cultural awareness training. 
In a similar discipline-specific study in the area of health and wellbeing, Cameron and 
Robinson (2014) sought to understand the barriers and enablers for Indigenous students 
studying in psychology. Reinforcing Barney’s (2016) findings, Cameron and Robinson (2014) 
found that students had a great deal of fear and anxiety in taking up university study, however, 
financial support and support from family were key enablers. Furthermore, the role of the 
Indigenous centre was crucial in supporting students through their educational journeys. 
Therefore, Cameron and Robinson (2014) argue for an evaluation of the performance of 
Indigenous support centres and other key interventions that may help Indigenous students 
transition into, and succeed at, university. As such, obstacles and enablers may have changed 
significantly. 
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While focusing on the Aotearoa/New Zealand context, Curtis and colleagues (2015) 
examines the learning and teaching practices that enable or inhibit success for Maori students 
studying within the health disciplines. The participants’ (n=95) support many of the findings 
from previous studies relating to Indigenous higher education. For example, congregation 
space in a culturally safe environment, the incorporation of culture into learning and teaching 
and the fostering of strong relationships between students and faculty were considered as vital. 
It was also found that supplementary tuition and student-focused and practical-based 
instruction had a positive impact on student learning. Staff that were encouraging and 
approachable were seen as having a positive impact on learning. However, teachers who were 
perceived as being discriminatory, direct and abrupt or unapproachable were seen as 
detrimental to student learning.  
The literature identifies that there is a disproportionately high Indigenous dropout rate 
from universities and places of higher learning as well as comparatively low levels of 
achievement. Responding to research recommendations to investigate the disproportionate 
dropout rate, Kinnane and research fellows (2014), in a project led by Henderson-Yates and 
others (2014), focused their study on identifying the enablers and constraints to Indigenous 
student success at a sector-wide level. Two key issues arose in their study, the first is that the 
measurement, collection and reporting of statistics relating to Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples’ engagement in higher education has varied and continues to vary over time 
and sustained, long-term, funding commitments have been lagging behind efforts to improve 
Indigenous outcomes in higher education. Despite lower rates of completion, the researchers 
argue that pathway and aspirational programs targeting Indigenous people are key to turning 
this around. Furthermore, based on their findings, they argue that universities should build on 
assets currently in place within Indigenous support centres and enable their development 
towards best practice in relation to student support.  Further, the valuing of engagement of key 
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education personnel with students, parents, families and community, to support and guide 
students through the transition phase is essential to overcoming obstacles and to building 
student confidence.   
Early discontinuations of studies by Indigenous students were explored in a nationwide 
student experience survey by Asmar and others (2014). The authors examined the responses of 
526 Indigenous university students to consider why, despite expressing positive student 
engagement, they were more likely to consider withdrawing. This survey, the Australasian 
Survey of Student Engagement (AUSSE), provides a sector-wide picture of students’ 
engagement with universities in both Australia and New Zealand. Analysis revealed 
Indigenous students engaged in learning activities and work integrated learning opportunities at 
the same or higher rate than their non-Indigenous counterparts and were also more likely to 
discuss their grades with academic staff. In relation to support, Indigenous students were 
satisfied with the levels of academic support however non-academic support was considered to 
be lacking. In terms of reasons for study, Indigenous students strongly identified the link 
between education and their ability to give back to their community. Despite this, the national 
retention rate for Indigenous students remains significantly lower that non-Indigenous students 
(63% vs 80%). Furthermore, 37% of the Indigenous respondents planned to, or had at some 
stage stopped studying at university. Those who qualified for income support, were studying 
externally, or were from regional/remote areas were more likely to leave. These students were 
also more likely to be male, mature-aged and living with a disability. Attrition was less likely 
to occur where students positively perceived support from the university, and Indigenous 
centres were seen as important to institutional support for Indigenous students. These findings 
align with similar studies relating to Maori university students but because little data is 
available on the frequency with which students access such centres there is a need for national 
surveys examining what enables or hinders support and what role Indigenous centres play in 
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fostering student success. Importantly, Asmar and others (2014) caution that treating 
Indigenous cohorts as homogenous can be highly problematic given the growing diversity 
within these cohorts.  
The importance of this recognition of diversity is reinforced by Pechenkina (2015) in 
her exploration of the perceptions Indigenous students at university hold in relation to 
Indigenous support activities and structures. A key finding of this research was the emergence 
of three typologies reflecting the dominant types of responses given by participants: those who 
positively valued the support of Indigenous centres (often those entering via alternative entry 
pathways), those who saw the symbolic importance of Indigenous support and those who saw 
the provision of Indigenous-specific support as being stigmatising. The latter groups were more 
likely to be high achieving direct entry students. All participants felt supported by the idea that 
Indigenous advancement agenda mattered to the University, as it was represented by the 
existence of Indigenous centre, even if these students were personally distanced from it. 
Similarly, the presence of symbols reflecting Indigenous history and culture were welcomed. 
Pechenkina (2015) asserts that those who deemed Indigenous-specific support to be 
stigmatising are likely to have accrued a level of cultural capital and socioeconomic standing 
that facilitates their engagement with the academy. As an example, students that are raised in 
the city, come from a middle/upper class backgrounds and/or are not the first in family to 
attend university, may require less support, and in turn, may place less emphasis on the  
importance of Indigenous-specific support on their educational journeys. Therefore, 
Pechenkina (2015) argues this type of typological framework would be used by institutions to 
rethink approaches to support in the context of an increasingly diverse Indigenous student 
cohort. Such an analysis may be hampered by the fact that this was conducted within a single 
institution. The fact that student demographics vary significantly across different Australian 




In reinforcing the importance of mitigating against the more pernicious aspects of 
Indigenous students’ experience at university, Mills and colleagues (2014), explore the impact 
of a mentoring circle as a support mechanism for Indigenous students.  This study found that 
such an intervention created a safe space for students to network, talk, and solve problems 
collectively. Through this ongoing engagement, a strong group identity and bond was formed 
which led to the development of students’ emotional intelligence and a more solutions-focused 
mind-set towards their education. According to Mills and colleagues (2014), issues went from 
being more practical and environmental concerns to skills development needs towards the 
formation of a solid group identity. From this came growth in self-awareness, social awareness 
and social/relationship management, and according to the authors because the development of 
emotional intelligence is crucial to student retention, mentoring circles may be useful in 
fostering this and, therefore, improving student outcomes at university. 
Taking a macro-level approach to student support and recognising the need for 
Indigenous-focussed student experience and success data, Shah and Widin (2010) provide an 
overview of a student experience survey developed within a large Australian university to 
better incorporate Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander voices into strategic planning for 
retention and success initiatives.  In this survey it was found that Indigenous students, within 
this particular institution, determined a quality learning experience in terms of class size, 
quality of teaching and the efficacy of support services (e.g. library, mentoring, counselling, 
academic skills support). Course design, clear student expectations of what their course is and 
a range of support services, assessment types and skills development opportunities were seen 
as attributes of high satisfaction for Indigenous students. Relating to recruitment, institutional 
leadership, quality teaching, community/family engagement and adequate support were also 
seen as key enablers in terms of recruitment and retention. Given such insights provided by a 




within Indigenous higher education to improve Indigenous participation and outcomes. These 
findings align with those of Kinnane and colleague’s (2014), who identified that successful 
transitioning of Indigenous students is more likely to occur when they are directly involved in 
leadership and decision making. 
While student support for current students was a key area of exploration for research on 
student success, preparedness for university study was considered a major factor contributing 
to Indigenous student success. In their mixed-method study Powell and Lawley (2008) explore 
the factors that influence Indigenous students’ decision to study at university and what impacts 
their thinking about which institution to apply to. Powell and Lawley (2008) found that a key 
motivation for students to apply to university was the ambition to have a better life. Factors 
that influenced their decisions about which institution to apply to were based on considerations 
such as proximity to place of study, the courses of offer and the institutions’ reputation for 
Indigenous support. Therefore, Powell and Lawley (2008) argue that Indigenous recruitment 
strategies must be cognisant of prospective students’ desire to improve their lives and ensure 
that their institution work hard at establishing a reputation within Indigenous communities as a 
supportive and welcoming learning environment.  
Indigenous students who complete supportive enabling programs that are offered as 
pathway options for entering award courses at university are more likely to progress to and 
complete the courses (Powell & Lawley, 2008).   The work of Powell and Lawley was 
furthered by Hall (2015) who studied the impact of an Indigenous enabling program on 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. Using historical performance data and student 
interviews, Hall (2015) was able to demonstrate that a holistic learner-centred approach, a 
high-expectations learning environment, and meaningful inclusion of Indigenous culture within 
an Indigenous enabling program can significantly improve student outcomes. Furthermore, it is 




and students. In addition, pedagogy and assessment that utilize new technologies presents 
Indigenous students with greater opportunities to learn. It was also found that support through 
networks on social media enabled students to readily draw on the support of their peers. 
Personal transformation was also identified in both the interviews and journal entries published 
by the participants. Hall (2015) argues that in providing students with meta-knowledge about 
learning, students are able to articulate and reflect upon their education journeys. For Hall 
(2015) this is an important factor leading to students succeeding in an enabling program.  
In furthering her work, Hall and others (2015) explored the impact of the same 
Indigenous enabling program on the transition of students into undergraduate studies. 
Reinforcing Hall’s (2015) initial study the extended study found that student engagement with 
higher education was transformative for Indigenous students and that this transformation led to 
higher resilience amongst the participants, and many students revealed an experience of 
transformation strongly linked to the development of a meta-understanding of learning that was 
explicitly taught in the enabling program. Therefore, Hall and others (2015) argue that the 
provision of transformative learning experiences for students who have been largely 
marginalised from education systems are important in fostering academic success and personal 
resilience. This study also supported Hall’s (2015) previous findings that strong supportive 
relationships were integral to student success, alongside the inclusion of Indigenous culture and 
identity in curriculum.  
Examining the ways in which Indigenous students articulate their relationship to 
academia, Demosthenous (2012) found that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students tend 
to align themselves primarily with members of their own cultural group as opposed to other 
groups that make up the university community (e.g. student, learner etc.). While there is no 
clear indication of participant numbers for this study Demosthenous (2012) argues that the 




the Indigenous cultural group. As one’s cultural background impacts the way an individual 
participates in university life. Demosthenous (2012) also argues that universities must 
endeavour to ensure that Indigenous students are able to experience university as co-
participants/co-members of a broader academic community.  
The research literature focusing on the enablers and obstacles to success for Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander students highlights the immense complexity underpinning 
Indigenous peoples’ engagement with university learning. For example, the impact of 
institutional racism is offset by Indigenous support centres, the feelings of cultural isolation are 
mitigated by strong peer relationship and the financial pressures that students face are eased by 
support from family. These types of competing forces create a space of constant conflict, risk, 
opportunity and tension. The fact that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students are, like 
broader Indigenous Australia, exceptionally diverse, the experiences that each individual 
student brings into the context of higher education are as distinct as the next. The findings 
related to research on the enablers and barriers to success highlight the integral nature of 
Indigenous leadership within universities in supporting student success and reducing the 
barriers that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students face. However, perhaps more 
importantly, this body of literature highlights the need for the higher education sector to reflect 
on the fact that, despite the diversity of experiences that Indigenous students have throughout 
their university journeys, there are common issues relating to racism, student support and the 
need for inclusive learning environments that must be addressed.  
Despite these pronounced barriers, Indigenous students opt to undertake university 
studies and persist throughout their journeys despite the more difficult aspects of their 
university experiences. A common thread that has begun to emerge throughout the studies 
reviewed, that requires further investigation, is the importance of the students’ experiences at 
the interface of the academy.  Nakata’s (2007) theorisation of this space of ambiguity and 
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complexity, provides a useful lens through which understandings of Indigenous student 
experiences can be brought to light to the enhance Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
outcomes within the context of higher education.  
Nakata’s notion of the ‘cultural interface’ (2013; 2007a; 2007b; 2002) has long 
informed Indigenous thinking on improving educational outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander students. At its core, Nakata’s theorisation seeks to move discourse within 
higher education beyond a simplistic dualism that positions Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
culture (usually expressed as Australian, Western, mainstream etc.) as distinct and exclusive 
(Nakata 2007a; Nakata 2007b). The lives of Torres Strait Islander and Aboriginal people are 
commonly understood as existing at an intersection between two different cultures. From this 
conceptualisation of difference emerges an overly simplistic mismatch or clash of cultures that 
positions cultures within fixed power relations of dominance and subordination (Nakata 
2007a). However, the lives of Torres Strait Islander and Aboriginal people operate within a 
much more overlapping and complex space.  
Indigenous peoples’ continual negotiation of this ambiguity and complexity recognises 
the realities of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander lives are “constituted within complex sets 
of social and discursive relations” (Nakata, 2007a, p. 201). As opposed to being situated within 
fixed, static and binary relationships to non-Indigenous people, history, culture and knowledge. 
Indigenous people “traverse these intersecting discourses on a daily basis, responding, 
interacting, taking positions, making decisions and in the process re-making cultures – ways of 
knowing, being and acting” (Nakata, 2002, p. 285-286). Therefore, the cultural interface is a 
space of agency where change can occur (Nakata, 2002). More broadly the cultural interface 
represents the dynamism and diversity within Indigeneity and “reflects the original 
heterogeneity of traditional contexts, the varied experience and impact of colonization [and] 




In negotiating the tensions inherent at the cultural interface, Indigenous people are 
compelled to critically reflect and analyse the ways in which Indigenous realities are lived, 
expressed and constructed by various competing and overlapping discourses. The point at 
which such interrogation occurs is in the production of an Indigenous standpoint (Nakata 
2007b). Borrowing from feminist theory, Nakata argues that an Indigenous standpoint enables 
individuals to move beyond personal narrative of lived experience towards more direct and 
critical engagements with the way knowledge constructs Indigeneity. In doing so, Indigenous 
people are afforded the space to respond in intellectually diverse and rigorous ways to complex 
historical, political and ethical issues.  
Therefore, the complexity of the cultural interface ensures that universities, while being 
sites of opportunity, are often also difficult and complex intellectual spaces for Indigenous (and 
non-Indigenous) students to negotiate (Nakata et al., 2008). Nakata (2007b, p.10) argues that in 
negotiating their way between two knowledge systems within academia, students embark on a 
“transforming process of endless instances of learning and forgetting, of melding and keeping 
separate, of discarding and taking up, of continuity and discontinuity”. However, it appears that 
research documenting this dynamic process, from the perspectives of students, is limited in the 
literature within the context of Indigenous higher education. While studies reference Nakata’s 
work as an explanatory framework for studies related to Indigenous higher education, few 
studies explicitly sought to understand the ways Indigenous students articulate their 
experiences of the interface. However, noteworthy research conducted by Hill and others 
(2020) ties closely to this study as it explicitly focused on the transformative nature of the 
cultural interface based on the reflections of three successful Indigenous university graduates. 
Also of note, is a study conducted by Thorpe (2017) who, using narrative inquiry, explored the 





The transformation processes identified by Nakata at the cultural interface (2007b) is 
akin to Mezirow’s (1991) work on transformative learning. The concept of transformative 
learning extends back to the mid-1970s and is supported by a significant breadth and depth of 
literature drawing on studies from a range of diverse education contexts. It is argued that these 
two theories converge on a conceptual level in recognising the transformative impact of 
students’ engagement with university learning. For students negotiating the liminal space of 
the cultural interface, such a process of transformation occurs albeit in a unique way. A review 
of research based on transformative learning literature is explored in the proceeding section 
with a view to understanding the applicability of Mezirow’s work to the context of Indigenous 
higher education.  
 
Transformative Learning 
Mezirow’s (1978, 1991, 1995, 1996) transformative learning theory explicates an 
experience of learning that transforms the ways students interpret and understand the world 
around them. Often prompted by a disorienting dilemma (Mezirow, 1996), students experience 
significant shifts in existing perspectives, ideas and worldviews towards transformed frames of 
reference that establish new assumptions and beliefs that inform individuals’ responses to the 
world around them. These changes lead to new default patterns of thoughts, or habits of mind, 
that inform different points of view. Such transformation can occur within or external to the 
formal learning environment in a range of ways, including exposure to new ideas or concepts, 
immersion within new educational or cultural contexts or learning through social interaction 
and engagement with others. Critical reflection is understood to be important to these 
transformative experiences and subsequent changes in worldviews and perspectives (Mezirow, 
2006; Mezirow, 1997). Through considered self-reflection, learners examine existing and 




incremental or swift, such critical reflection ultimately reshapes or shifts previous firmly held 
ideas or concepts towards more open and inclusive ways of interpreting and understanding 
themselves and the world around them. This shift empowers learners to engage more 
reflexively with the world around them and embrace challenges as opportunities instead of 
barriers.  
Transformative Learning in Formal Educational Settings 
Research exploring transformative learning theory remains predominantly focussed on 
learning within formal educational settings (Benson et al., 2014; Bridwell, 2013; Brock, 2010; 
Carrington et al., 2015; Carrington & Selva, 2010; Dyce and Owushu-Ansah, 2016; Fetherston 
& Kelly, 2007; Glowacki-Dudka et al., 2012; Gordon, 2006; Jeyaraj & Harland, 2014; 
Madsen, 2009; Sohn, et al., 2016; Sandoval, et al., 2016; Willink & Jacobs, 2011; Woodrow & 
Caruana, 2016). Within this context, research tends to focus on particular cohorts of students, 
although only Bullen and Roberts (2019; 2019a; 2019b) explore transformative learning in the 
context of Indigenous studies, and only one study was found to have explicitly looked at 
transformative learning in relation to Indigenous university students (Chen, 2012). However, 
this study focused on Indigenous students in Taiwan.  
Studies that have been undertaken in the area of transformative learning include those 
with a focus on particular types of learners; for example, African American women 
undertaking remedial literacy studies (Bridwell, 2013), incarcerated women (Sandoval et al., 
2016), Emirati women undertaking a college education (Madsen, 2009), students from non-
English speaking backgrounds (Jeyaraj & Harland, 2014), British Afro-Caribbean university 
students (Gordon, 2006) and non-traditional students in the Australian higher education system 
(Benson et al., 2014). Other research focuses specifically on particular disciplinary cohorts, 
such as undergraduate business students (Brock, 2010) and pre-service teachers (Carrington et 




2016). Furthermore, some studies reviewed have investigated the impact of pedagogy and 
assessment on student learning experiences within particular programs of study (Bamber et al., 
2011; Fetherston & Kelly, 2007; Glowacki-Dudka et al., 2012; Willink & Jacobs, 2011). The 
proceeding section explores these studies thematically, examining transformative learning 
research in a range of contexts relevant to higher education and university students.  
 
Transformative Learning in Equity and Diversity Education: 
Transformative learning, within the context of equity and diversity education, maintains 
a core focus of Mezirow’s work in exploring the experiences of under-represented students in 
adult and continuing education, particularly those of marginalised mature-aged women seeking 
further education. For instance, in examining the catalysts of transformative learning 
experienced by women in incarceration, Sandoval and colleagues (2016) interviewed 13 
participants who undertook a gender-responsive education program while incarcerated. The 
study found that through critical reflection, the participants developed greater self-awareness of 
the ways their past trauma affected their lives, a greater ability to express themselves and open 
up to others about their thoughts and feelings as well as recognising the empowerment in being 
able to do so. Furthermore, participants learned and practiced self-care that fostered personal 
agency in negotiating the issues they faced. Such developments led to the participants wanting 
to give back to those in similar circumstances and share their learning to assist others. Two key 
factors were identified as supporting transformative learning: a student-centred/holistic 
approach to learning and teaching and the fostering of a safe, nurturing, non-judgemental, fun 
and emancipatory learning environment. Another important finding from this research was that 
for those who were no longer incarcerated, the transformative impact of their learning endured 
beyond the confines of the prison and into their everyday lives in the outside world.  
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In another study focusing on the experiences of women in adult education, Madsen 
(2009) identified the transformative nature of learning for college education women in 
leadership roles within the United Arab Emirates. Madsen (2009) explored the experiences of 
eight Emirati women in adult education to assist in the development of professional training 
programs. This phenomenological study, although limited to a single educational context, 
found that engagement in college-level studies for Emirati women had resulted in all eight 
participants showing evidence of experiencing part of, if not all, ten phases of transformative 
learning (Mezirow, 1991). Factors contributing to these transformative learning experiences 
were an open, engaging, challenging and supportive learning environment, the experience of 
having to learn a new language and the real world focus of course curriculum. Furthermore, 
peer-to-peer and student-to-teacher relationships and encouraging support staff within the 
women’s college were also seen as catalysts for change. In relation to assessment, reflective 
based tasks were seen as key factors in fostering transformation as well as participation in 
extracurricular activities facilitated by the college.  
Other research on transformative learning focussed on race and culture and its 
intersections with higher education. In seeking to understand how British Afro-Caribbean 
(BAC) university students overcame stigmatisation to achieving individual and collective 
success, Gordon (2006) conducted a grounded theory study with members of the BAC student 
community. Through participatory workshops and group discussions, Gordon found that 
through Academic Based Community Service (ABSC) (Harkavey, 2001), an educational 
approach that encourages academics and students to grapple with real world social issues in the 
work that they do, provided a useful framework through which to foster transformational 
learning. Also, encouraging students to critically think about ‘Black Socialisation’ (Gordon, 
2005), which is a social process that may tacitly reinforce internalised racism within Black 
communities, gave students the language to conceptualise such a phenomenon and understand 
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its implications for BAC students and their communities. Furthermore, the study gave rise to 
the notion that the BAC community did not have a functioning community as an ethnic group 
and, therefore, there most significant issues may have more to do with a lack of community as 
opposed to issues of race and racism. As a result of the workshops/discussions, participants 
demonstrated significant changes in the way they perceive themselves and developed a sense 
of agency in managing their own lives and gained a sense of community purpose to their 
education. The development of self-esteem, personal agency, and growth were reported in a 
similar study undertaken by Bridwell (2013), in a qualitative exploration of the experiences of 
African American women undertaking an adult literacy program. The findings describe their 
engagement in the course as transformative. 
Investigating the perspectives of transformation within a cohort of under-represented 
Social Work students, Benson and others (2014) found that of the 13 participants, 10 
experienced some form of perspective transformation and all except one identified academic 
success as being a transformative experience. Transformation occurred either gradually over 
time or was an abrupt occurrence. Importantly, this study demonstrated that academic success 
can occur without requiring perspective transformation. The one participant, who did not report 
success as transformative, described it as being a strategic approach to learning that was 
motivated by a strong extrinsic motivation of respectability within the profession following 
graduation, and the confidence that comes with it. Nevertheless, for all participants, family and 
friends were seen as crucial factors in supporting and developing learning alongside factors 
directly related to the course or their institution. Based on these findings, the following were 
recommended as ways faculty and support staff can support perspective transformation: 
facilitate peer interaction and practical learning opportunities, provide useful feedback and 
offer encouragement and allow flexibility in regard to course admission, study mode and 
assessment as well as student-centred access to information and services.  
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While some studies sought to explore the experiences of particular learners in formal 
educational contexts, others such as Jeyaraj and Harland (2014), examined the role of 
pedagogy as a catalyst for transformative change. Jeyaraj and Harland (2014), in their 
qualitative study, found the embedding of critical pedagogy within English language training 
programs effected change in both academics and students alike. For the 13 participant 
academics, this pedagogical shift created a sense of emotional upheaval as many had to adapt 
to the uncertainties of classroom dynamics within a learning environment informed by critical 
pedagogy. Some participants reported that teaching critical pedagogy within particular cultural 
and political contexts meant that they felt at risk or unsafe in discussing controversial issues 
within the classroom. However, this shift in practice meant that academics developed a sense 
of agency in challenging dominant ideology within their institutions and/or the broader social 
and political context. Furthermore, critical reflective practice allowed the educators to re-
evaluate entrenched assumptions and beliefs to develop newer ideas and allow the teachers to 
get to know their students better and develop greater empathy towards them. Also, all 
participants that were interviewed saw evidence of student transformation. There were three 
significant themes that emerged in relation to transformation: changes in student worldviews 
(as opposed to just learning a language, students appreciated knowing more), changes in 
students’ personal lives (particularly dealing with discrimination and encouraging changes in 
one another) and changes relating to the learning of the English language (using critical 
pedagogy meant that students were embracing social, political and historical context and 
expanding their vocabulary).  
Within the context of equity and diversity programs, learners’ engagement with adult 
and continuing education was found to be transformative for almost all participants. Of 




themselves in ways that were limited before embarking on further learning. Regardless of the 
context wherein which the studies took place, it was evident that the ability for learners to 
undertake studies within an open and supportive environment, usually in conjunction with 
learners from similar cultural or socioeconomic backgrounds, led to positive change for most 
participants.  These studies reinforce the findings of research into the experiences, obstacles 
and enablers of Indigenous university students, specifically the importance of culturally safe 
spaces to support the negotiation of barriers and the experiences of change.  
 
Transformative Learning in Discipline-Specific Contexts 
While some studies sought to understand the learning experiences of particular cohorts 
of students, other research focussed on transformative learning within discipline-specific 
contexts. Brock’s (2010) quantitative study examined the incidence of reporting of 
transformative learning experiences among undergraduate business students – specifically 
focussing on quantifying the frequency and extent to which students reported experiencing the 
ten precursory phases of transformative learning. Using the Learning Activities Survey 
Questionnaire (King 1998), this study surveyed 265 students finding that 48.8% of the cohort 
reported experiencing transformative learning. In the analysis of the incidence of reporting in 
relation to the ten precursory steps it was found that the following phases were most prevalent: 
disorienting dilemma, recognition that one’s discontent was a shared experience and the 
exploring new roles. Self-examination was also identified by most respondents. However, of 
those who identified self-examination as part of their learning experiences, most did not 
associate self-reflection with changing their worldview (42.6%), compared with 24.2% who 
did. Results of this studied confirmed that the more precursory phases self-reported by 
students, the more likely they were to report having had a transformative learning experience. 




learning particularly in support of the need for critical reflection, disorienting dilemmas and the 
trying on of new roles. 
In other discipline-specific studies, both Dyce and Owushu-Ansah (2016) and 
Woodrow and Caruana (2016) found transformative learning evident within the context of 
teacher education. Dyce and Owushu-Ansah (2016), in their mixed-method case study, found 
that with the introduction of diversity studies into the curriculum for pre-service teachers, not 
only did participants’ knowledge of diversity increase, but this pedagogical shift was a key 
catalyst for students’ critical reflection and, therefore, transformative learning. Furthermore, 
participants (n=28) were likely to become agents for social justice and change as they became 
active student teachers. However, Woodrow and Caruana (2016) found that while personal 
transformation was observed during the participants’ (n=44) engagement with their capstone 
course, this personal transformation was found to have not transferred into their professional 
teaching practice. Nevertheless, 68% of participants indicated experiencing personal 
transformation and highlighted personal reflection, verbal discussions and writing about one’s 
beliefs, attitudes and values as being key contributors to facilitating personal change. 
Furthermore, interactions with university instructors, practicum supervisory teachers and 
support from peers during were found to be key influencers of personal change.  
Service-learning programs, particularly in teacher education, have also been found to 
effectively foster transformative learning. Carrington and Selva (2010), in seeking to evidence 
this, conducted a study analysing text contained within pre-service teachers’ (PST) reflective 
logs (n=27). These reflective assessments were designed to encourage critical thinking from a 
critical theory standpoint. The researchers sought to ascertain the extent to which such an 
approach would foster and demonstrate transformative learning within the PST cohort. This 
study found that, for the majority of students, the service-learning experience provided 




understanding about inclusive education and were able to reconstruct their own vision of what 
their future role could be as activists and change agents in the teaching profession.  
In a follow-up to the aforementioned study, Carrington and colleagues (2015), 
evaluated the transformative impact of a service-learning program on PSTs. This program 
entailed a theoretical component underpinned by transformative learning and the principles of 
equity and social inclusion, and a practical teaching experience within a culturally diverse 
learning context (i.e. teaching refugee students). This pedagogical approach developed in 
participants (n=38) greater empathy for others within the PST cohort, preparing them better for 
student diversity within the classroom context. It also had a positive impact on PSTs’ values in 
relation to respect (for diversity and difference and willingness to adapt teaching methods 
assessment), empathy (instead of impatience or sympathy) and ethics of care relating to their 
students as teachers in training. These transformative learning experiences were then 
transferred through to the PSTs’ professional practice in ‘mainstream’ school environments 
throughout their longer-term internship placements. 
While Bullen and Roberts (2019; 2019a; 2019b) focused on transformative learning 
within the context of Indigenous studies, the focus was not primarily on the experiences of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. Only one study on Indigenous university 
students explicitly explores the transformative impact of higher education. Chen (2012) looks 
at the relationship between identity reconstruction (through participation in university learning) 
and the effects of transformative learning on Indigenous students’ self-development and 
participation in collective action in Taiwan. Chen (2012) found that most participants’ (n=17) 
reported experiencing racism and culture shock in undertaking university learning. However, 
for some, university enabled Indigenous students to articulate and embrace a strong form of 




fostering the development of positive self-concepts, greater self-efficacy, more meaningful 
interpersonal relationships and stronger ethnic/cultural identities.  
Bullen and Roberts (2019a) provide an important contribution to the literature 
pertaining to Indigenous studies and transformative learning. Their study explores the 
attitudinal shifts and transformative learning experiences of Australian undergraduate health 
students (n = 1175) before and after engagement with an Indigenous health course. This 
quantitative study found significant positive changes in students’ attitudes towards Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people, culture and history and the level of importance of health as a 
social priority for Indigenous people and communities. As a consequence of these shifts in 
attitudes, more students were inclined to consider taking up work in Indigenous health. 
Underpinning these changes were precursors to transformative learning identified through 
Brock’s (2010) adaptation of King’s (1997) Learning Activities Survey. Disorienting 
dilemmas, critical reflection and trying on of new roles were most prevalent phases of 
transformative learning evident in the study. Based on these findings, Bullen and Roberts 
(2019a) suggest that a learning environment that fosters transformation may better position 
students to work effectively within Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health contexts.  
To further explore the phenomena of transformative learning Bullen and Roberts 
(2019b) conducted a subsequent investigation to understand student approaches to learning, 
student-teacher rapport, classroom community, critical reflection and transformative learning 
within an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures and health unit. This first-year 
undergraduate unit was designed around the concept of transformative learning theory. Within 
this study, 336 students undertaking the unit, participated in pre- and post- surveys using a 
range of validated questionnaires to measure students’ sense of community within the learning 
context, the extent to which transformative learning occurs within the unit of study, students’ 
engagement with reflective thinking and perceived rapport between the teachers and the 
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student cohort. The study found that students, through deep learning approaches, rapport with 
academics and the communal nature in which the classes were conducted were conducive to 
students practicing critical reflection. Subsequently, these experiences within the learning 
context were viewed as having led to transformative learning possibilities for the students 
undertaking the unit. While this study is limited by it being undertaken within a single 
institutional context, it demonstrates the potential for transformative learning in relation to 
Indigenous pedagogy and curriculum design. This study was then followed up by a subsequent 
investigation (Bullen & Roberts, 2019) of the tutors’ (n=12) perceptions of transformative 
learning experiences teaching the unit studied. This subsequent research reinforced the findings 
of the student-focussed study and elaborated on the precursors observed by those teaching the 
unit. Tutors identified several steps to transformative learning within their student cohort, 
including disorienting dilemmas, critical reflection on assumptions, exploration of new roles, 
and trying on new roles.  
Transformative learning research within discipline-specific cohorts demonstrates the 
capacity for intentional curriculum design and pedagogical approaches to foster transformative 
learning. Critical reflection was understood, across most of the studies, to be a critical pre-
cursor for transformation occurring within the student cohorts. An interesting finding was the 
notion that while transformation can occur it is not necessarily permanent of indeed long-
lasting (i.e. Woodrow & Caruana, 2016). Nevertheless, where transformative learning was 
deemed to have occurred, the development of empathy and care was evident in the 
participants’ data across a number of studies. In examining the literature focusing on 
transformative learning in discipline-specific contexts, the use of quantitative methods was 
more common particularly where researchers sought to understand how closely student 




Transformative Learning Through Pedagogy and Assessment 
In the reviewed literature, the impact of pedagogy was also explored in relation to 
transformative learning theory. Fetherston and Kelly (2007) studied the impact of the 
introduction of critical pedagogy in their first-year conflict resolution course. Four key clusters 
emerged outlining the broad learning experiences of their participants (Fetherston and Kelly, 
2007, p. 274): ‘not getting it’ (those students who reacted negatively to the new pedagogical 
approach), those who were beginning to understand (transitional/challenges), those who were 
‘getting it’ and finally those who were critically reflecting on previously held assumptions and 
recognising the need for change. Interestingly, no participants showed evidence of 
transformation as defined by Mezirow (1997). Based on these findings, Fetherston and Kelly 
(2007) challenge the notion that transformation is valuable or significant in terms of student 
learning experiences. In contrast, however, using participant journals, Critical Incident 
Questionnaires (Brookfield, 1995) and a range of written reflective assessments, Glowacki-
Dudka and others (2012), in their case study, found that critical reflection, intense dialogue, a 
holistic and supportive learning environment and vulnerability on behalf of both students and 
teachers led to transformative learning experiences for all participants within a five-week adult 
education workshop.   
Others sought to evaluate new pedagogical approaches that were designed to facilitate 
transformative learning within the classroom context. Informed by evidence drawn from 
student assessments across a two-year period, Willink and Jacobs (2011) developed a 
framework based on four key communicative skills that they determined to be present in the 
process of transformation. In their qualitative analysis of 55 participant journals; emotional 
discernment, openness, dialogue and reflection emerged as key skills that are evident in 
students’ experiences of transformative learning. The researchers assert that through reflective 




understand and assess, using their framework, the extent to which students transform within a 
formal learning environment. 
While assessment was viewed as being critical in fostering transformation, pedagogy 
was deemed less important as a catalyst for transformative learning. The importance of critical 
reflection was evident through the use of journal-like assessments that encourages students to 
consider changes in their attitudes, values and beliefs in relation to various topics of learning. 
Supportive learning environments were understood to be key in fostering reflection and 
change. While assessment is one potential catalyst for change, culture clashes and cultural 
differences are also understood to bring about transformative learning experiences for students.  
 
Transformative Learning and Culture/Cultural Difference 
Cultural difference (Kumi-Yeboah & James, 2014; Middleton et al., 2009; Morrice, 
2013) and cultural immersion (Bell et al., 2014; Choi et al., 2012; Collins & Geste, 2016; 
Erichsen, 2011; Scoffham & Barnes, 2009; Walters et al., 2016) are key themes emerging 
within recent literature as being catalysts for transformative learning experiences; or, in the 
case of Merriam & Ntseane (2008), how culture influences the way transformative learning is 
processed and interpreted by students and researchers alike.  The focus of this research is 
primarily on the experiences of students undertaking studies in unfamiliar learning 
environments or unfamiliar cultural contexts. Students’ encounters with cultural difference are 
understood as being critical aspects of transformation and transformative learning.  
For a cohort of students (n=46) studying in the United States (US), from a range of 
African nations, their engagement with new cultural and educational contexts was found to be 
transformative within and external to the formal classroom setting. In this study, Kumi-Yeboah 
and James (2014) examined the factors that influence transformative learning experiences for 




employed the Learning Activities Survey (King, 1998) and subsequent in-depth interviews. 
According to the findings of this study, 84.8% of participants indicated they experienced 
transformative learning, while 15.2% reported no transformation.  For those who experienced 
transformative learning, 26.1% experienced it within an educational context, while 28.3% 
experienced it in non-educational settings. However, 30.4% of participants reported 
transformative experiences in both contexts. The analysis of the qualitative data found that 
cultural difference was a significant catalyst for change (as a disorienting dilemma). It was 
found that this group of African students were not accustomed to US classroom atmosphere – 
in-class discussions were particularly difficult to adapt to. Most (84.8%) of the participants 
agreed that they had to learn how to adapt to the learning and teaching styles in the US in order 
to succeed in their studies. Adapting to new life experiences was also a major problem for 
African students. Culture clashes, particularly relating to differences in food preferences and 
ways of socialising were identified as key themes. Language was also a significant barrier to 
educational success; however, participants acknowledged that learning a new language enabled 
integration into the social life on campus and classroom environments. Transformation was 
evidenced by the way participants reported gains in self-confidence as they overcame the 
aforementioned barriers. This enabled integration into US ways of doing things (educationally 
and otherwise). The study also found that academic development and faculty support were seen 
as vital to educational success for international students and mentoring was particularly useful 
as it provided psychological and emotional aspects of support in negotiating the various 
barriers to success.  
While transformative learning is commonly understood to result in positive perspective 
changes and learning experiences, research conducted by Morrice (2013) sought to explore 
whether or not this is always the case. Looking at refugees to the United Kingdom, Morrice 




and political difference) can lead to negative outcomes for migrant learners particularly in the 
non-formal context.  Although, generally speaking, negotiating these differences (as 
disorienting dilemmas) led to greater cultural awareness, confidence and competence in 
dealing with the new social context, learning outside of the formal context at times resulted in 
negative transformations. Through media representation and encounters with others, 
participants were exposed to negative stereotypes and meanings about asylum seekers/refugees 
that became internalised. This forced participants to adopt identities (to avoid people 
identifying them as asylum seekers/refugees) and learning behaviours that would have been 
unlikely prior to their arrival in the United Kingdom (e.g. working in the illegal economy). 
Furthermore, participants had to deal with a loss of social and professional identities in 
realising that their previous identities and the cultural capital they had previously acquired was 
now mostly lost in this new cultural context. These represent what Morrice (2013) refers to as 
the darker side of transformative learning. This research points to the need for an enlarged 
conceptualisation of transformative learning theory, which acknowledges that perspective 
transformation can involve profound ontological processes and can result in negative 
outcomes. Although centred on a particular cultural context, Morrice’s (2013) findings provide 
a useful alternative insight into impact of transformative learning theory.  
A significant number of studies focused on the transformative experiences of students 
undertaking study abroad learning opportunities. In research involving 150 US study abroad 
students, Bell and colleagues (2014) examined the experiences of those participating in three 
focusing on the concept of sustainability in Australia, New Zealand and Fiji. Using 
transformative learning theory as the theoretical framework, this study found that students built 
a sense of connectedness to their host country in a way that enabled them develop a strong 
socio-cultural awareness of the context that were immersed in. This extended to a more 
nuanced understanding about the people, cultural and history of the host nation beyond the 
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common perspectives gained through a vacation visit. It also developed an awareness of the 
way the outside world perceives the students’ country of origin. Furthermore, students 
developed a greater appreciation for the natural world through their study abroad programs and 
they allowed for self-reflection on the sustainability policies and practices of the students’ 
home nation. Additionally, based on their learning experiences, many US students were 
determined to change practices relating to social and environmental responsibility, particularly 
through education. Based on these findings, the researchers note that transformative learning 
can occur as a result of short-term travel abroad programs when academic content is carefully 
considered and international locations are carefully chosen alongside purposefully designed 
learning experiences. While this study did not have baseline data upon which to measure 
transformation, and participants were largely from white middle class backgrounds (lack of 
diversity in experiences), these results are consistent with other studies focussing on 
transformative learning within study abroad programs.  
In another study focusing on study abroad experiences, Choi and others (2012) 
explored the role of a month long international exchange program in fostering transformative 
learning for 47 English-speaking students undertaking study in South Korea. An analysis of a 
pre- and post-survey data suggests that transformative learning of the students is reflected in 
two overarching themes: intercultural understanding and global perspectives. Students 
developed a deeper understanding of their own and the host country's cultures and an enhanced 
appreciation and sensitivity towards global issues. Therefore, based on these findings, the 
researchers argue that international exchange programs have a fundamental importance in 
educating students to become global citizens and leaders.  
Similarly, Collins and Geste (2016), in their study, describe the transformational impact 
of a short-term study abroad program for US pre-service teachers (PSTs) in Australia. 
Involving 23 participants, this phenomenological study found that this study abroad program 
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significantly shaped the way PSTs shaped their identities as teachers. In reflecting on the more 
collaborative (staff room social and professional get-togethers), collegial (teachers actively 
seek to assist one another professionally), professional (mutually beneficial productive work-
based relationships) and an inclusive professional atmosphere in Australian (compared to U.S 
schools), US PSTs sought to establish similar kinds of practices when on teaching practicums 
in the United States. However, follow-up research was not conducted to see if this 
transformative effect was carried over into longer term professional practice. Unfortunately, 
this article failed to address to what extent this program had transformed pre-service teachers 
in their professional practice or professional identity.  
Consistent with Collins and Geste (2016), Scoffham and Barnes (2009) found that a 
study abroad program in India was a transformative learning experience for student teachers 
from the United Kingdom. Not only did it significantly change their pre-immersion perceptions 
of the host nation, it created disruptions at the cognitive, emotional and existential level that led 
to participants to the realisation that they had power and agency in reflecting on the challenges 
that people face in their host country of India. This gave the participants a sense of hope and 
optimism in their own lives, both personally and professionally. Importantly, Scoffham and 
Barnes (2009) were able to conduct follow-up interviews with participants who undertook the 
study abroad program years earlier. This data shows that the impact of cultural immersion, 
through a study abroad program, extends beyond the immediacy of a single program.  
In exploring the experiences of international students within the context of higher 
education, Erichsen (2011) highlighted the impact that transformative learning can have not 
only on an individual’s way of thinking, but also their way of thinking about who they are. A 
key finding of this study was that as international students engage with various forms of 
learning they are constantly shaping and reshaping their understandings of the world and their 




the feeling of getting lost (anger, frustration, confusion, shock, dealing with new roles and 
expectations), liminality (feeling stuck between two worlds or not belonging in either place) 
and redefinition (the development of voice and (re)empowerment). Upon reaching this stage, 
international students not only reflected on cultural differences, but also had confidence to 
choose what aspects of the new culture they wanted to incorporate into their lifeworld and 
personal identities. This process was one described as a confrontation of multiple selves and 
the weaving and re-weaving of identities into new personal narratives. Therefore, students took 
on newly discovered selves, discarded old selves, and created innovative and instrumental 
selves that better suited the complexity of their situations.  
Again, in the context of a short-term study abroad learning experience, Walter and  
others (2016) investigated the development of critical reflection as a fundamental aspect of the 
transformative learning process. This quantitative analysis examined the impact of six study 
abroad programs based on survey data from 20 participants studying in six different 
international locations (Haiti, Turkey, Italy, Jamaica, Costa Rica and Paris). The study found 
that all participants experienced some form of transformative learning in their engagement with 
their study abroad program. It also found that in host nations where disorienting dilemmas 
were more likely to occur (Haiti and Turkey), participants indicated a higher level of 
engagement with critically reflective learning activities (journaling and service learning) 
particularly using the Reflection Questionnaire developed by Kember et al. (2000). 
Furthermore, individual student characteristics and prior experiences, the destination of travel 
and novelty of experiences and time for reflection and journal writing were key factors in 
fostering critical reflection. Although this was based on a small sample and low response rate 
(26%), the study highlights the need for curriculum development to provide space and time for 
students to critically reflect on their experiences in order to foster transformative learning 




In reflecting upon racial/cultural difference, unpacking racial privilege has also been 
found to be a transformative experience. Middleton and others (2009), for instance, explores 
how adult educators in the US, in acknowledging and unpacking white privilege, are working 
to change systems of oppression and privilege within their professional context and understand 
the extent to which this work is transformative in nature. In couching transformative learning 
in terms of a journey, the researchers analysed participants’ data accordingly. This analysis 
found that transformative learning in this context occurs in the following way: privilege 
discordance (caused by a disorienting dilemma) that prompted critical reflection (leading to 
introspection and discomfort). This process was enabled through engaging in difficult 
conversations with others (as journey guides) as well as participants actively accessing 
diversity resources to help provide opportunities for self-reflection. Eventually, participants 
found themselves at a place of new understanding that enabled actions based on a more 
informed frame of reference. Therefore, this study found that this journey, seen as personal 
transformation, led to personal action, social action and/or societal transformation. The extent 
to which these findings were endorsed by non-White members of the community is unclear.  
An important and unique contribution to scholarship relating to transformative learning 
is Merriam and Ntseane’s (2008) examination of how one’s culture shapes participants’ 
experience of transformative learning. Conducted in Botswana, this qualitative research found 
that there were three culturally specific factors that influenced the process and interpretation of 
transformation for Botswanan adults. These were spirituality/the metaphysical world (God or a 
higher calling as a catalyst for change), community responsibilities and relationships (as 
triggers of transformation) and the challenging of gender roles (particularly for women) as 
being precursors to transformation. These findings demonstrate that culture and cultural values 
significantly shape the way transformative learning is triggered and interpreted. In furthering 




Western cultural contexts or by ‘Western’ researchers, Merriam and Ntseane (2008) argue that 
this has largely limited interpretations of the outcomes of transformative learning to 
individualistic terms (i.e. agency, self-determination and independence at the level of the 
individual). For this particular cultural context, transformative learning led participants to 
become more aware of the interdependent positionality as opposed to an individualised sense 
of autonomy. Therefore, according to this study, it is important to account for cultural context 
when researching transformative learning. This allows for meaning to be captured at both the 
individual and collective level. 
Study abroad and international exchange programs are found to be significant catalysts 
for critical self-reflection, perspective change and, due to the exposure to cultural differences, a 
transformative experience for students engaged in such opportunities. While it is unclear to 
what extent such changes are enduring, immersion in such experiences, according to most of 
the studies discussed above, prompt personal change within individual learners. A critical 
contribution to the discourse relating to transformative learning is the notion that there may be 
a propensity for transformative theory to focus too explicitly on the individual and personal 
change. This provides an interesting perspective particularly when applied to the Indigenous 
Australian context where familial and community links are often understood as being of greater 
importance to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. 
 
Measuring Transformative Learning 
Another key area of research within the field of transformative learning relates to the 
ways in which transformation can be measured. At present, transformative learning is most 
commonly measured using the Learning Activities Survey (LAS) (King, 1998). The LAS seeks 
to do two things, firstly, understand whether or not learners experience transformed 




activities were catalysts for such change. The survey is structured into four components; the 
first asks students to provide a description of their learning experiences, the second outlines 
what potential types of learning activities students were able to engage with, the third 
specifically identifies which types of activities students actually engaged with, and finally, the 
fourth component collects learners’ demographic information.  
To assess the potential outcomes and processes of how transformative learning may be 
experienced by college-educated adults, Stuckey and others (2013) sought to develop a useful 
alternative survey instrument. In their critique of the LAS, the researchers argue that the 
validity and reliability of the LAS is yet to be established, it does not capture the psychological 
elements of transformative learning or broader interpretations of transformation (i.e. extra-
rational, emancipatory) and while being reviewed by experts in transformative learning, there 
is no statistical evidence regarding its reliability or content validity. Therefore, the researchers 
piloted a test of this new survey with 136 adult participants. The findings of this pilot study 
indicated that this survey was a good means through which to identify transformative learning 
from a broader range of perspectives that incorporated the cognitive, extra-rational and social 
critique interpretations of transformative learning. Further research will be undertaken to test 
the instrument across a larger sample within a range of contexts, circumstances, educational 
backgrounds and positionalities.  
A qualitative approach that sought to measure transformation was conducted by Sohn 
and colleagues (2016). Their analysis of existential elements of transformative learning for 
students sought to gain an understanding of what practices may foster transformative learning 
in the context of a graduate seminar. Participants identified the seminar as being ‘different’ to 
usual courses in that the workshop was seen as being personally and professionally relevant to 
the participants. Content learnt was also applied directly in personal and professional ways by 
the participants. The classroom context was seen to be integral to what made the seminar 
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‘different’. The learning atmosphere was described as free and open, safe and comfortable, 
connected and collaborative (this largely came down to the importance and strength of 
relationships between peers and teachers). Interestingly, although a small sample (n=8) within 
a particular classroom context, this study found that a disorienting dilemma was not necessary 
to trigger the process of transformative learning. However, this study indicated that safety and 
openness can be catalysts for transformational learning experiences. 
While quantitative approaches to measuring transformative learning are common, 
particularly the use of the LAS (King, 1998), this instrument is primarily limited to a focus on 
the extent to which learners’ perspectives are changed through their engagement with 
particular learning activities and experiences. While providing useful insights, such measures 
cannot alone highlight what such changes mean to the learners experiencing them. 
Furthermore, the focus on perspective change limits the discourse about transformative 
learning to changed perspective and does not encompass broader elements of change discussed 
in the theoretical concepts contained later in this chapter. 
Assessment, belonging and identity for university students 
The literature gathered using the key search concepts of ‘Indigenous higher education’ 
and ‘transformative learning’ specifically highlighted the importance of achievement in 
assessment in fostering students’ sense of belonging and student identity at university. The 
studies discussed below draw attention to the link between achievement in assessment and 
students’ sense of belonging, confidence and self-efficacy. Consequently, a review of this 
literature has been added to facilitate further discussion of the study’s findings. 
To understand the ways in which students perceived assessments and their relationship 
to their studies, Krause (2001) explored students’ experiences in engaging with assessment. By 




perceived their initial assessments as a ‘rite of passage’ into university. While they were seen 
as stress inducing, for those that succeeded, it gave the students confidence to persist in their 
chosen areas of study. This was reinforced by Meer and Chapman (2014) who, over a four-year 
period with multiple student cohorts, found that well-designed, early, low stakes assessments, 
built students’ confidence and engagement and led to greater retention.  
While it is understood that a sense of achievement fosters confidence, however there is 
evidence that for students who belong to a group for whom there are stereotypes about 
competence, there is the potential for the development of Imposter Syndrome (Clance & Imes, 
1978).  Clance and Imes’ (1978) concept of the Imposter Phenomenon/Syndrome, based on 
their research involving 162 women studying or working at universities in the US, found that 
despite being highly successful individuals, many women felt as though they were successful 
by pure luck, were ‘faking it’ and waiting to be found out or doubted their abilities to succeed 
in their studies or chosen profession. This work informed a more recent study by Schwartz 
(2018) who studied the notion of Imposter Syndrome with 39 current and 36 former Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Law students. Findings of this study were similar to those of Clance 
and Imes (1978) and demonstrated that Indigenous students experienced a similar sense of 
Imposter Syndrome. In overcoming this sense of being an imposter, Chapman (2017) argues 
that students must feel a sense of belonging through the development of a student identity.  
Drawing on insights from mature aged students (n = 8), Chapman (2017) argued that university 
teachers should foster opportunities for low-stakes early assessment success to build 
confidence and provide early feedback that disrupts students’ thinking that they may not 
belong at university. O’Shea and Stone (2011) reinforced this finding in their study involving 
18 mature aged women studying at university. The key finding of this research was the 




and confirmed the importance of achievement in assessment as being critical to students 
developing confidence and self-efficacy.  
Evident in the reviewed literature pertaining to transformative learning is the 
applicability of Mezirow’s theory to a broad range of learning contexts. In exploring the 
experiences of students within both formal and informal educational environments, the depth 
of contemporary research reviewed in the aforementioned sections demonstrates the usefulness 
of Mezirow’s theoretical concept in understanding the ways in which students are shaped and 
impacted by their learning. In almost all studies reviewed, Mezirow’s theoretical framework 
was deemed important to examining and analysing the means through which educational 
processes have the potential to change individuals, shift their perceptions and alter 
relationships to other people, communities and cultures. In recognition of the robustness and 
applicability of Mezirow’s theory to the experiences of students undertaking higher education, 
further explication of Mezirow’s theory is required.  
Mezirow’s transformative learning theory provides the theoretical basis upon which to 
understand the experiences and processes of change that students may go through in engaging 
with learning within the context of adult and continuing education. Transformative learning 
(Mezirow, 1991; 1995; 1996) articulates a process whereby students experience change in 
perspectives that transform their worldview. The catalyst for such change begins with a 
disorienting dilemma (Howie & Bagnall, 2013; Kitchenham, 2008) that arises from personal 
crises or circumstances that challenge an individual to shift previously held ideas or 
perspectives towards, what Mezirow (1997) refers to as, a transformed frame of reference. 
Frames of reference, or meaning perspectives, are the structures of assumptions that inform 
one’s way of seeing the world and are a set of orienting expectations and beliefs that 
“selectively shape and delimit expectations, perceptions, cognition, and feelings” (Mezirow 




expressed as ‘points of view’ (Kitchenham, 2008; Mezirow, 2009). These points of view are 
each comprised of meaning schemes; those habituated “concepts, beliefs, judgments, and 
feelings which shape a particular interpretation” that “determine a specific chain of events or 
actions that are followed automatically unless they are considered through critical reflection 
and critical self-reflection (Mezirow, 1994).   
For example, homophobia is a habit of mind informed by a particular frame of 
reference and inclines an individual to regard members of the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 
Transgender, Intersex or Queer (LGBTIQ) community as abnormal and/or inferior in relation 
to heteronormativity (Allen, 2006). These habits are then conveyed as ‘points of view’ through 
negative feelings, beliefs, attitudes, judgements, and behaviours towards those expressing non-
conforming sexual identities. However, if an individual’s existing prejudice towards LGBTIQ 
people is changed through positive learning interactions, this may change their meaning 
scheme towards that individual. Nevertheless, this will not necessarily change their meaning 
perspective or frame of reference in relating to LGBTQ people more broadly.  
However, through an educative process, underpinned by critical reflection and self-
reflection (Bay & MacFarlane, 2011; Kuennen, 2015; Liu 2015; Mezirow, 2006; Mezirow 
1997), an individual can shift towards a frame of reference “that is inclusive, discriminating, 
reflective, open and emotionally able to change” (Mezirow, 2009, p.22). This transformation 
may be sudden and abrupt (epochal) or incremental and slow (cumulative). The role of the 
transformative educator is to assist students to bring this process to their awareness and 
encourage their engagement with transformative learning (Mezirow, 2009). These 10 phases of 










Ten phases of Mezirow’s transformative learning theory (Kitchenham, 2008, p.105). 
Phase Descriptor 
1. A disorienting dilemma 
2. A self-examination with feelings of guilt or shame 
3. A critical assessment of epistemic, sociocultural, or psychic 
assumptions 
4. Recognition that one’s discontent and the process of 
transformation are shared and that others have negotiated a 
similar change 
5. Exploration of options for new roles and relationships, actions 
6 Planning of a course of action 
7 Acquisition of knowledge and skills for implementing one’s 
plans 
8 Provisional trying on of new roles 
9 Building of competence and self-confidence in new roles and 
relationships 
10 Reintegration into one’s life on the basis of conditions dictated 
by one’s perspective 
 
At the core of Mezirow’s theory and its evolution over time has been transformation at 
the cognitive level; transformed frames of reference, habits of mind and points of view. 
However, while remaining peripheral, a broadened focus in more recent times has introduced 
social and affective elements of change to the discourse on transformative learning (Illeris 
2014; Mälkki 2010). This new line of enquiry asserts that a continued focus on the cognitive 
aspects of change within transformative learning theory is too narrow and limiting (Dirkx 
2006; Illeris 2014). This critique is underpinned by what Illeris (2014) refers to as an 
uncertainty and ambiguity about what defines transformative learning. Emerging from this lack 
of clarity comes an erroneous and simplistic understanding of Mezirow’s theory that interprets 
transformative learning as any type of learning that is outside of the traditional classroom 
context or in some ways unconventional. In seeking to overcome this uncertainty Illeris (2014) 
and James (2002) propose that transformative learning should be interpreted through the 
concept of ‘identity’. Core to this argument are contemporary sociological and psychological 




fluid as opposed to fixed or essential. This theoretical positioning of transformative learning 
underpins the development of this study. 
While transformative learning is well established and regarded in the literature 
pertaining to adult and continuing education, there is a paucity of research exploring it within 
the context of Indigenous higher education. Furthermore, in examining the student focussed 
Indigenous higher education literature, few studies explicitly explore or examine Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander student experiences of the cultural interface. In much of the literature 
that uses Nakata’s work as a theoretical framing, it is often to note simply the complexities of 
students’ engagement with university learning as opposed to an exploration of the ways in 
which students perceive and understand their position within such a contested space. Given 
that this study seeks to explore such experiences, a qualitative study employing narrative 
enquiry was considered ideal in order to gain an understanding of the meanings that 
participants attach to their university journeys. Narratives are able to convey deep meaning and 
understanding within complex spaces of inquiry such as that of the human experience (Barton, 
2004). As a methodology, it enables researchers to understand, highlight and present 
participant narratives and explore the meanings participants attach to particular experiences, 
stories and events (Clandinin & Connelly, 2004; Kramp, 2004; Trahar, 2011; Wang & Geale, 
2015;). Given the need to elucidate the Indigenous student experience within the context of the 
cultural interface and the potential for such a site to be a transformative space, an explorative 
study that enables students to tell their stories and reflect in their experiences in their own ways 
is considered important and a meaningful contribution to the literature.   
 
Theoretical Concepts 
Subsequent to the literature review, two distinct but convergent theoretical concepts 
have been identified to support the discussion of the findings of this study. As outlined in the 
preceding sections of this chapter, the first is Nakata’s cultural interface theory (2007a; 2007b). 
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The second is Mezirow’s (1997) transformative learning theory. Evident in the literature 
reviewed is the complex and nuanced experiences many students have in engaging with higher 
education. More than a simple acquisition of new skills and knowledge, the studies found in 
both key search concepts demonstrate that engagement with university studies changes learners 
in a range of ways. On this point Nakata and Mezirow’s work converge. Therefore, in 
examining the findings of this research, both theoretical concepts will be employed.  
Summary of the Literature 
Evident in reviewing the literature is the paucity of research looking specifically at 
transformative learning within the context of Indigenous higher education. Despite this, there is 
an emerging interest in transformative learning in relation to the experiences of Indigenous 
university students as evidenced by Chen (2012), Hall (2015) and Hall et al. (2015). This 
provides a useful basis to further explore the extent to which higher education has a 
transformative impact on Australian Indigenous students.  
There is a significant body of research focusing on Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander students within the context of higher education.  Emerging from this literature is a 
comprehensive overview of Indigenous students’ experiences of their engagement with 
universities. Mapping these studies against the typical student journey, demonstrates critical 
structures and functions that enable Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander access, participation, 
retention, success and inclusion within higher education institutions. From the outset of a 
university journey, preparation pathways are important for approximately 50% of those 
Indigenous students who enter into their degree programs through alternative entry pathways. 
The vast majority of studies highlighted the vital role that Indigenous support centres play in 
retaining and support students to succeed, particularly through specialised academic and non-




common theme in the literature relating to Indigenous students feeling at times marginalised, 
discriminated against or being confronted with racism while progressing through their 
journeys. Peer support was roundly identified as being critical to student’s university 
experiences particularly through the ways in which students gained a sense of confidence, self-
efficacy and deeper sense of belonging within their respective institutions. The importance of 
family support, financial security and positive student/staff relationships was also understood 
to be important to students’ experiences at university. While most studies exploring Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander students’ engagement at the cultural interface were qualitative in 
nature, more recent research is applying quantitative methods with a view to measuring the 
efficacy of practice relating to Indigenous student support.  
Held in the literature on transformative learning is a clear understanding of the 
applicability of Mezirow’s theory to the context of higher education.  However, in more recent 
studies, it is also evident that transformative learning helps to explain how students from a 
range of diverse backgrounds experience adult and higher education across various contexts. 
Much of the work reviewed reinforces Mezirow’s argument that critical reflection, positive 
relationships (with peers and teachers), supportive but challenging learning environments 
(including foreign learning contexts) are key factors that lead to transformation within the 
education context. Pedagogy, curriculum design and assessment can all facilitate and foster the 
learning behaviours that lead to transformative change, what is important across all the 
reviewed literature is that in most instances, where learners are invited into a transformational 
educative space, positive outcomes follow. Particularly, increased self-esteem, development of 
a strong sense of agency and personal growth. While qualitative methods tended to dominate 
studies on transformative learning, there is a clear trend in recent work towards more mixed-
methods approaches (Stuckey et al., 2013). The use of survey instruments was particularly 




shift in research on transformative learning reflects a diversifying interpretation of Mezirow’s 
theory that moves beyond the cognitive/rational perspective (Mezirow, 1991) and towards the 
extra-rational conceptualisation of transformative learning (Dirkx, 1998). This change in focus 
also encompasses the social critique perspective (Brookfield, 2012; Friere, 1970) that 
emphasizes the socio-political implications of transformative learning.  
Importantly, in examining the literature closely, there is a critique about transformative 
learning research and the theory itself, particularly in relation to whether or not transformative 
change is fleeting or sustained over an extended period of time. More research is also needed to 
understand that if learners are changed in some way through their engagement with university 
learning, to what extent is such change permanent? Furthermore, there are criticism that 
transformative learning theory is shaped by a lack of diverse perspectives in the development 
and focus of transformative learning research, despite being well established since the 1970s.  
Reflecting upon the various ways in which researchers explored the experiences of 
university students across a diverse range of educational contexts, what is evident is the 
differing ways in which students experience their engagement with higher education. While 
there are some clear particularities to the experiences of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
students (i.e. racism, lack of cultural safety), what is common amongst the literature is the 
understanding that education is a process that impacts upon and shapes those who engage with 
it in a range of complex ways. However, while there are some studies that explore the catalysts 
for change or articulate what these changes are, an important contribution to this area of 
research is what this all may mean for the learners themselves, in experiencing such 
phenomena.  
The narratives of students participating in university learning are critical to providing 
authentic insights into the ways in which higher education is experienced by Aboriginal and 




their lives and the lives of those around them shifts the conversation beyond what are the 
obstacles and enablers of success towards examining how students individually, and with 
agency, negotiate the challenges they may face on their education journeys. However, more 
than this, student stories may also highlight the positive aspects of their engagement with 
university studies and shape an understanding of the cultural interface that provides a more 
nuanced appreciation of the risks and opportunities for Indigenous peoples’ engagement with 
the academy. 
Therefore, to reflect the Indigenous student voice of their lived experience, a narrative 
inquiry approach will underpin this study. Students will be invited to narrate their lives prior to 
their engagement with higher education, their experiences while they are currently on their 
university journeys and articulate a vision for where they want to be in the future. This will 
provide students with the ability to reflect on their past, present and future and their 
relationships to their experiences as learners. First, individual participant written narratives will 
obtained, and to allow for broader collective discussion about each students’ journey, a focus 
group will be conducted thereafter. Here students will be able to explore the shared and distinct 
elements of their narratives and discuss what these experiences mean for them as Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander university students. To delve deeper into the nuances and 
complexities of these student narratives, further in-depth narrative interviews will be conducted 
to provide an opportunity to gain greater insights into how engagement with higher education, 














This research was conducted using narrative inquiry, which is situated within the 
interpretive paradigm, as it sought to gain insights into the lived experiences of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people undertaking university studies. In exploring these experiences, the 
researcher sought to empower Indigenous students to tell their stories and describe their 
experiences as learners at the cultural interface. This study seeks to explore, through these 
narratives, the nuances and complexities of Indigenous students’ engagement with higher 
education. Furthermore, a key focus of this study was in seeking to understand their 
experiences at university, the extent to which university was a catalyst for change in their lives, 
their perspectives or the way they see themselves. And, if such transformation has occurred, 
what does this mean for them as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. 
 
 
Study Design  
This study used an interpretive, qualitative approach as this research sought to explore 
and delve into the individual experiences of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students 
undertaking university studies.  Methodologically, narrative inquiry was employed to draw out, 
investigate and analyse individual student journeys. Such narratives enable lived experiences to 
be understood from the perspective of the participant (Mertova & Webster, 2012; Traher, 
2011) and allows the researcher to understand and present participant narratives and explore 
the meanings they attach to particular experiences, stories and events (Clandinin & Connelly, 
2004; Kramp, 2004; Trahar, 2011; Wang & Geale, 2015). While existing research focused on 
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the experiences of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, it was not evident that any of 
the reviewed texts utilised a narrative approach that would enable students to articulate their 
stories as individuals and learners in the higher education context. Most studies exploring 
Indigenous student experiences confined their investigations to the participant-as-learner as 
opposed to taking a broader focus on the participant-as-individual entering into and negotiating 
the cultural interface. Given that this focus area of Indigenous student experiences remains 
underexplored a qualitative study using a narrative inquiry approach was deemed most 
appropriate.  
Narrative inquiry has its philosophical roots in post-modernism, social constructionism 
and constructivism (Riessman & Speedy, 2007). In the qualitative tradition, research within the 
social sciences challenged the assumption of objectivity that underpinned the relationship 
between the researcher and the researched (Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007). The emergence of 
narrative inquiry within scholarly research demonstrated the broad shift away from the 
positivist focus on quantitative data within the social sciences; towards an interest in the ways 
people create meaning through language (Casey, 1995). The understood limitations of numbers 
and figures as data in social research led to a reconceptualisation of words as data. As noted by 
Pinnegar and Daynes (2007, p. 15), the turn from numbers to words recognised that translating 
human experience into numeric codes loses ‘the nuances of experience and relationship in a 
particular setting that are of interest to those examining human experience.’ Furthermore, 
narrative inquiry took up postmodernism’s challenge to the long-held notion that human 
science must be primarily concerned with the generalisability of their research. Instead of 
seeking to construct universal grand narratives that explain the world we live in, narrative 
inquiry seeks to understand, in depth, the lived experience of people and their cultural contexts 




anthropology and philosophy have influenced the development of narrative research as a form 
of academic inquiry (Casey, 1995; Hunter, 2010). 
Therefore, narratives are able to convey deep meaning and understanding within 
complex spaces of inquiry such as that of the human experience (Barton, 2004).  For narrative 
inquiry, stories act as both method and phenomenon (Pinnegar and Daynes, 2007).  As such, 
stories are the basic units of analysis through which researchers can gain insights into the lived 
experiences of the storyteller (Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007). In examining the complex lives that 
students live before and throughout their engagement with university, an understanding of their 
stories is critical in providing insights into their experiences at the cultural interface within the 
context of the everyday and within their educational environments.  
The role of the researcher in narrative inquiry is to interpret meaning and explore or 
unveil the narrator in all of their complexity and individuality (Kramp, 2004). While this is a 
crucial endeavour within such a methodology, it is also concerned with the amplification of a 
range of participant voices to a larger audience (Wang & Geale, 2015); this does not consign 
the researcher to a position of passivity. Instead, the researcher and participant are involved in 
a process of collaboration – mutual narrative (re)construction throughout the period of 
investigation where both voices are to be heard (Clandinin & Connelly, 2004). For this reason, 
narrative inquirers view new research as the beginning of a new story, a story where the 
primary focus is on the ways in which this collectively authored narrative grows and 
transforms over time (Clandinin & Connelly, 2004).  
Narrative inquiry occurs in what Clandinin and Connelly (2004) refer to as a three-
dimensional space. In this metaphorical space, the personal and social (interaction), past 
present and future (continuity) and place (situation) all function as theoretical borders within 
which phenomena can be understood, explored and interpreted (Clandinin & Connelly, 2004).  




that encourages the narrative inquirer to focus inward (the internal and affective conditions 
evident in a narrative), outward (look at the broader environmental context within which a 
narrative can be made sense of), backward and forward (understanding the past, present and 
future in relation to the phenomena of interest) when investigating a particular phenomenon 
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2004). The design of this study is informed by this approach to 
narrative inquiry.  
 
Sample and Setting 
Given the small potential sample size and focus on Indigenous university students, a 
non-probability/purposive sampling method was used in this study. As a small sub-cohort of 
the university where the research was conducted, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students 
constituted just 1.88% of all domestic students in 2017.  Furthermore, because the aim of this 
research was to exclusively involve only Indigenous university students, this approach was 
deemed appropriate. In qualitative studies, sample is largely determined by data saturation 
where no new perspectives are added by the recruitment of more participants and time and 
resource constraints of the researcher. For this project, 19 participants were involved 
throughout the duration of the study. The site of the study was a small to medium sized 
university located on Noongar country in Perth, Western Australia. The university enrols 
approximately 300 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students across a range of disciplines 
and has a strong social justice focus on access and inclusion for under-represented student 
cohorts.  
 
Accessing the Sample 
Purposeful sampling was used for this study given that this research will entirely 




Australian university. This aligns with the suggestion that purposeful sampling is an ideal 
means of recruitment where participants mostly congregate at one locale (Saks & Allsop, 
2013). The inclusion criterion was an Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander student currently 
enrolled within an undergraduate program who had successfully completed a study load 
equivalent to a full-time semester. This ensured that the participants have engaged with 
university learning for a minimum of one full-time semester or the equivalent thereof. All 
participants were above the age of 18 years. 
Following approval from both the University Human Research Ethics Committee 
(UHREC) (Appendix F) and the Western Australian Aboriginal Health Ethics Committee 
(WAAHEC) (Appendix E), a database containing all currently enrolled Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander students was generated by an authorised member of staff at the University’s 
Aboriginal Centre. Upon applying the inclusion criteria, relevant students were identified and 
sent an email inviting them to participate in the study. This initial email contained the 
Recruitment Email/Information Letter (Appendix A) and Consent and Demographics Form 
(Appendix B). The administrative officer coordinating the recruitment was selected as they 
were entirely independent from the research project and had no vested interest in its process or 
outcome.  This ensured that the participants did not feel pressured to participate and if they 
agreed to do so, it was of their own free will. Consenting participants communicated with the 
administrative officer who then recorded an agreed to pseudonym with each participant. All 
narratives collated electronically using Google Forms from which an Excel document was 
exported and stored on a private and secure network drive accessible only by the administrative 
officer and researcher. This same staff member subsequently organised the focus group 






This study was comprised of three phases of data collection. The first phase asked 
participants to provide basic demographics details and a written narrative about their journey to 
university, their experiences while studying in higher education and where they see their 
stories heading in the future. Such insights provided a rich and contextualised account of 
participants’ narratives in relation to their life before, during and beyond university. As 
Clandinin and Connelly (2004) argue, autobiographical field texts provide insights into not 
only a small moment in time in relation to a particular phenomenon, it also provides broader 
information that illuminates the context to the storyteller’s life. In the telling of these stories, 
participants revealed aspects of their educational journey that were then considered through the 
theoretical lenses of both the transformative learning and cultural interface theories. 
Phase two involved two focus groups, recorded and transcribed, to build on some of the 
key themes that emerged from the written autobiographical narratives. While the first phase 
focused primarily on individual narratives, a group dialogue aimed to provide a collective 
insight into the ways Indigenous students articulate their narratives in relation to peers. 
Bessarab and Ng’andu’s (2010) ‘yarning’ method was utilised for this phase of the research. 
Yarning respects the storytelling traditions of Indigenous peoples and provides a space for 
reciprocal and mutual dialogue through a culturally appropriate research method. This method 
of data collection is considered useful in working with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
participants. Furthermore, Hollingsworth (1994) argues that such a methodology moves 
beyond informative pleasantries towards becoming a transformative process. While a narrative 
inquiry approach relies on the researcher to be responsive to the narratives that unfold during 
data collection, a set of guiding questions was developed to ensure that specific topics were 
addressed by the participants (Appendix D).  
Phase three involved follow-up narrative interviews with participants who had 




according to Jovchelovitch and Bauer (2000) encourages the participant (informant) tell a story 
about an event of importance or significance that encompasses the social context within which 
it occurred. The narrative interview was developed as a critique of question-response 
interviews that limited the scope of conversation to a pre-determined set of themes/topics, 
interview schedule and terminology used in the questions (Jovchelovitch and Bauer, 2000). 
Instead of following a pre-determined schedule, a narrative inquirer must develop ‘exmanent’ 
questions, which are those questions that emerge from the researcher’s interests informed by a 
literature review and background work. From these broad questions come ‘immanent’ 
questions that arise out of the stories provided by the informant. As Jovchelovitch and Bauer 
(2000) indicate, the most important aspect of narrative inquiry is the translation of the broader 
‘exmanent’ questions into the more responsive ‘immanent’ questions that are informed by the 
storyteller’s narrative and the language used during the discussion. Following this protocol, the 
researcher invited four key participants to share their stories through an in-depth interview, 
three accepted and participated in these interviews.   
A narrative interview occurs in four phases (Jovchelovitch and Bauer, 2000). The first 
phase (initiation) provides the context to the participant and requests consent to undertake the 
interview. In this initial phase the interviewer provided the participant with a broad initial 
prompt to which the participant can respond to in commencing the telling of their story. The 
second phase, the main narration, saw the participant begin their narrative. In this phase the 
researcher allowed the participant to tell their story uninterrupted. In the process, the 
researcher, in listening to this narrative unfold, developed a set of immanent questions for 
follow up once the participant completed their narrative. At the end, the researcher asked the 
participant if there was anything else they would like to share. The questioning phase then 
began. Here the researcher asked the participants the immanent questions developed through 
active listening during Phase 2. In this phase it was important that the researcher not ask ‘why’ 
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questions, but only probe the events brought up in the narrative to ensure the flow of the 
narrative in controlled by the storyteller. The final phase, Phase 4, was the concluding talk. 
Here, unlike the previous phases, the audio recorder is switched off. Here the researcher 
informally probed for contextual information to assist with interpretation of the data. This is 
when the ‘why’ questions were asked. All data in this phase was recorded through hand-written 
notes that were subsequently typed up and included in the coding through NVivo. 
Before commencing data collection, the researcher trialled all three phases of the study 
with graduate students in order to refine the prompts, questions and interview techniques. 
However, none of the discussion or text generated from this trial was used as data for this 
study.  The Indigenous centre at a Western Australian university was chosen as the location for 
the data collection venue. This was deemed not only convenient for the participants, but also a 
relaxed, familiar and safe environment through which to engage with the study.  
Data Analysis 
In the first instance, thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) was employed in 
analysing all of the raw data. Given the qualitative, narrative approach, a thematic analysis of 
the data was deemed particularly useful given its applicability to a range of narrative texts 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006).  This form of analysis allows for rich, detailed and complex 
descriptions of data.  
Following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) approach to thematic analysis, all written 
narratives were reviewed, followed by the transcripts of the focus groups and interviews (as 
well as associated notes). Using NVivo, data relevant to individual participants was then 
identified and grouped within files using their nominated synonyms to ensure that all aspects of 
their stories, across potentially multiple sources of data collection, were all consolidated into 




grouped data was undertaken, with observations and reflections noted during the reviewing 
(and re-reviewing) of the data. Reflecting on the research question for this study, each 
participant’s data was coded for information that pertained to the focus of the study. These 
codes were then transformed into emergent themes before analysing their conceptual 
similarity. These themes were, at this stage, broad e.g. ‘importance of Indigenous centres and 
support’, ‘family as enabler and obstacle’, ‘personal growth and change’ and ‘identity’ with 
minimal related sub-themes. These themes, as determined by the researcher, were then retained 
for later reference in the ‘re-storying’ process outlined in the preceding section of this chapter. 
Data analysis, within a narrative inquiry approach, commonly requires a complex set of 
steps based on the concept of ‘re-storying’ (Ollerenshaw & Creswell, 2002). Re-storying is 
both a process of description and analysis. Following the initial thematic analysis, the 
participant narratives were constructed into full narrative form in order to facilitate a deeper 
understanding of the lived experiences of the participants. As part of this process, disjointed 
elements of participants stories were retold as coherent narratives in chronological sequence, 
with key elements of the story (e.g. characters, place, time) clearly identified to articulate a 
causal link between ideas and thoughts articulated by the students (Ollerenshaw & Creswell, 
2002). All 19 participant stories were written into a narrative structure detailing the 
individuals’ past and present life experiences. To ensure these narratives were accurate 
reflections of their experiences, the student participants were invited to a seminar to review 
their individual transcripts and amend whatever elements of their story they felt necessary. 
Often, in the writing up of these draft narratives, liaison with the student participants were 
important in clarifying timelines, key people or contexts. For participants who could not attend 
the seminar, their review of the stories occurred through email correspondence or over the 
phone were necessary. Through these ways the participants were also able to review and 




collaboration is critical in narrative inquiry research as the researcher must check the story and 
negotiate the interpretations of the data in an ongoing and respectful way (Ollerenshaw & 
Creswell, 2002).  
Upon finalisation of the 19 narratives, the stories were written up into separate 
documents and uploaded in NVivo for ease of access. The researcher then revisited and 
reflected on the initial themes identified in the first iteration of data analysis and developed 
new, but more specific themes, based on the interpretation of the full narratives and the 
feedback from the study’s participants. Thereafter relevant narrative elements were able to be 
assigned to particular themes for presentation in the discussion of the study’s findings. This 
lengthy and iterative process reflects Clarke and Braun’s (2016) argument that it is vital for 
thematic analysis to be considered and gradual to ensure high quality and rigorous qualitative 
analysis. The outcome of this process is 19 narratives that articulate the experiences of each 
individual student in a way that has been collaboratively constructed to highlight the lived 
experiences of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students at the cultural interface and the 
impact this engagement has on their lives and the lives of those around them. 
  
Ethical Considerations 
The researcher obtained ethics approval from both the UHREC (2017/131) and the 
WAAHEC (802). Written approval of both ethics committees was received before any 
participants were recruited or data collection commenced. No amendments were made 
following approval from both committees.  
Participants were asked to reflect on their experiences of growth and success within an 
educational setting, therefore, the harm associated with this study was considered very low. 
While it was impossible to guarantee that this study may mean that participants touch on 




or severe in terms of the impact on participants. Although it was not required, participants were 
offered the opportunity to be debriefed and issued with referral contacts through the 
University’s counselling service.  In relation to the ethical consideration Table 3 details the 
three phases of data collection.  
 
Table 2 
Ethical considerations during participant recruitment and data gathering 
Phase Processes and 
Strategies 
Ethical Considerations 
1 Written Narratives Consenting participants were required to sign a 
consent form indicating their participation was 
voluntary and without coercion (Appendix B). 
2 Focus Group Consenting participants were required to sign a 
consent form indicating their participation was 
voluntary and without coercion (Appendix C). The 
focus group was conducted at a date, time, and venue 
suitable to all participants. 
Participants gave signed permission to audio tape the 
focus group and were informed that they did not have 
to answer any questions that they are not comfortable 
to answer and that they could withdraw from the study 
at any stage without penalty.  
To maintain anonymity and confidentiality, 
participants choose a pseudonym and all identifying 
data was stored under password-protected devices in 
the researcher’s office in a locked cabinet following 
the NHMRC guidelines (2007). 
3 Narrative Interview Consenting participants will be required to sign a 
consent form indicating their participation was 
voluntary and without coercion (Appendix C). These 
interviews were conducted at a date, time, and venue 
suitable to all participants and could have been 
cancelled and/or rescheduled without consequence to 
the participant. 
Participants gave signed permission to audio tape the 
interview and were informed that that did not have to 
answer any questions that they were not comfortable to 
answer and that they can withdraw from the study at 
any stage without penalty.  
Again, to maintain anonymity and confidentiality, 
participants chose a pseudonym and all identifying 




in the researcher’s office in a locked cabinet following 
the NHMRC guidelines (2007). 
 
Researcher Positionality and Personal Assumptions 
   
In narrative inquiry, the relationship between the researcher and the researched is 
critical to reflect on and consider (Pinnegar and Daynes, 2007). In contrast to the positivist 
paradigm, learning and understanding takes place between narrative inquirers and their 
participants. This closeness necessitates a disclosure of personal assumptions and subjectivities 
that may shape the design, conduct and outcomes of the study. This is also critical in research 
that focuses on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander matters, particularly as much research in 
the Indigenous space has been led or conducted by non-Indigenous researchers positioning 
Indigenous people as the ‘known’ not the ‘knowers’ (Nakata, 2007b). 
My interest in this research emerged from my own experiences as a Noongar 
(Aboriginal) university student who experienced personally and observed in peers the 
considerable impact being at university has had on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
students. When I commenced studies at university I recall being so struck by how different to 
my own family some of the Indigenous students and staff were. It was, in many ways, a new 
representation of Aboriginality that was previously hidden from view. Indigenous students 
were off becoming teachers, nurses, lawyers, veterinarians, academics and scientists. This 
contrasted significantly with the discourse I was exposed to in regard to the wants and 
aspirations of my own community. While I have a grandmother who has achieved university-
level qualifications, I was only old enough as I entered university to understand what that 
achievement would mean both individually and collectively. As I formed new relationships 
with other Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people I became more cognisant of the 
structural and historical barriers that made these communities invisible to me growing up. 
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Being immersed in this new community full of highly intelligent, motivated and proud 
Indigenous people was life changing for me.  
Later, as I came to work within higher education as both an academic and manager, the 
changes that students went through throughout their journeys were more and more evident to 
me and some of my colleagues. I felt that the experiences I had as a student were similar to 
those that many of the current cohorts of students were grappling with.  However, these 
changes were not without their challenges for staff or students. In fact, as students progressed 
throughout their courses of study more and more challenges arose for the students then just 
their academic pursuits. This was something that I witnessed but could never really evidence. 
Hence the catalyst for this research. However, it must be noted that within the community this 
research was conducted in, I am an insider both professionally and culturally. While I did not 
teach any of the students within this study, I was at the time a Manager and then Director of the 
University Centre that had oversight of teaching and learning and student support for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students enrolled at the institution where this research 
was conducted.  
I present these personal reflections as a means to ensuring the reader gains insights into 
my motivations for pursuing this topic of research but also understand potential biases and 
attitudes that may undermine the trustworthiness of the study. Known as ‘bracketing’, this 
process while still broadly defined, provides a means for researchers to minimise the impact of 
personal subjectivities on the outcomes of a study (Tufford & Newman, 2010). Furthermore, 
such reflections were critical from the outset of this study in determining how my positioning 
as a member of the university community would not undermine the integrity of the study. For 
example, knowing that participants were likely to know me as a member of the Indigenous 
community at the university conscious decisions were made to ensure that invitations to 
participate in the study positioned me as a student, not staff member of the university. 
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Furthermore, all correspondence relating to the study were sent from generic university emails 
so as to reduce influence of students’ decision to participate being based on my involvement.  
In disclosing this information, I intend to describe to the reader that I am able to bracket my 
assumptions and subjectivity to increase the trustworthiness of the study, and this is to be read 
in conjunction with considerations outlined in the proceeding section of this chapter on the 
topic of research rigour.   
Trustworthiness 
Within the qualitative paradigm, the concept of trustworthiness is integral to providing 
compelling evidence, for those external to the research process, that the research was 
conducted in a rigorous way. Lincoln and Guba’s (1986) concept of ‘trustworthiness’ provides 
and approach to rigour in qualitative research that ensures confidence in the findings and 
analysis of data in interpretive studies. Lincoln and Guba (1986) outlines four criteria in 
ensuring rigour in the analysis of data in interpretive studies; credibility, dependability, 
confirmability and transferability. This approach has underpinned the design and conduct of 
this study.  These four criteria correspond with the positivist approach to rigour i.e. 
credibility/internal validity, transferability/external validity, dependability/reliability (Shenton, 
2004).  Lincoln and Guba (1985) propose a number of ways for qualitative researchers to 
ensure credibility. For instance, prolonged engagement within the site where the study takes 
place, persistent observation, triangulation of data and member checking. Furthermore, Lincoln 
and Guba (1985) highlight the importance of research transparency in encouraging clarity in 
disclosure of personal subjectivities, experiences, power and assumption that may skew the 





Creditability relates to the confidence that the study’s results, are accurate, true, 
credible and believable, from the perspective of the participants (Shenton, 2004). To assist in 
ensuring credibility of the findings, a number of considerations were made in terms of the 
design of the study. Firstly, recruitment was purposive and voluntary providing a diverse range 
of participants within the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander university student cohort. 
Students across a range of ages, locations and modes of study participated in the study. 
Secondly, data was triangulated across multiple sources using three different data collection 
methods. Triangulation recognises the limitations of individual methods of data collection and 
compensates for this through the collaborative use of different methods within the same study 
(Guba, 1981). From three different sources of data collection, individual consolidated 
participant narratives were constructed. For some participants their narratives were constructed 
from their written narratives alone. For others first person narratives were augmented by data 
collected in subsequent focus groups and three were drawn from all three phases of the study 
(i.e. first person written narratives, focus group and interview). Such an approach not only 
enhances the reliability of the data, it also ensures the thoroughness of the information sourced. 
Finally, given the differing approaches to data collection, member checking was completed to 
ensure that each participant confirmed the accuracy and authenticity of their narratives either 
in-person or by email correspondence.  
 
Transferability and Dependability 
Transferability pertains to the confidence with which readers can apply research 
findings and conclusions from within one context to another (Shenton, 2004). As the findings 
of qualitative projects are likely to be drawn from smaller scope of contexts and individuals, it 




study to alternative situations and populations. In order to address this, thick descriptions of the 
context of the study, the participants involved and the research process are critical to provide 
an accurate overview of the study to inform decision-making in regards to the applicability of 
findings to other settings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). For this study, transferability is addressed 
through detailed accounts of the ways in which the research was conducted; sample selection, 
inclusion and exclusion criteria, recruitment process, participant demographics, methods of 
data collection and the context wherein which the study was conducted. In relation to data 
collection, all prompts and indicative questions were developed in collaboration with the 
supervisors of this study. Coding of data was undertaken using NVivo and emergent themes 
were developed and cross-checked with other researchers to ensure accuracy in interpretation. 
Furthermore, to ensure dependability, a detailed step-by-step account of how the field work 
was conducted is outlined in the methodology section of this thesis including the research 
design and deep descriptions of implementation and subsequent field work.   
 
Confirmability  
Confirmability relates to the extent to which the findings of a study can be confirmed by 
other researchers. It is primarily concerned with validating that the interpretations from the data are 
clearly emergent from information collected as part of the study and not an imposition of 
researcher’s creativity (Korstjen & Moser, 2018). An audit trail is an important means to 
ensuring this. This transparently outlines the way in which the research was conducted from 
the outset through to the development of themes and findings. Furthermore, all raw data has 
been saved and archived for external review. In accordance with the National Health and 
Medical Research Council’s Management of Data and Information Guidelines (NHRMC, 
2019), all primary research documentation remains kept on a secure network drive with 









Given the setting of this study within a single institution no claims to generalisability 
are made. Furthermore, many of the participants were students who transitioned into university 
through the Indigenous centre’s enabling program. This may have led to selection bias in the 
study in that they were more likely than other enrolled students to want to participate. Their 
closer affiliation with the Indigenous centre may have influenced their decision to participate in 
the study. And, whilst Indigenous centres are common across universities in Australia, they are 
unique organisations with varying strategic imperatives and underpinning politics and 
philosophies. Therefore, this study may not be directly applicable to other similar contexts, this 
is also in line with the narrative inquiry approach.   
 
Conclusion 
This chapter outlined the methodology that underpins this study exploring the 
experiences of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander university students. It provided an in-
depth description of the qualitative, interpretive study design employing a narrative inquiry 
approach. An overview of how participants were recruited, their data collected and then 
analysed is also explained as well as any ethical considerations required to undertaken and 
complete the study. Furthermore, a statement on researcher positionality and personal 












 The preceding chapter provided a detailed explanation of the study’s design and 
method. The purpose of this chapter is to first share the narratives of the 19 individual student 
participants, and then present the themes and subthemes that emerged from the data as a whole. 
These narratives are constructed by drawing on the participants’ written narratives, focus 
groups and/or in-depth narrative interviews. The order of presentation for the individual 
narratives correspond to the level of each participants’ involvement in the study. For instance, 
those who took part in all three phases of data collection will feature first, followed by those 
who contributed to the focus group discussion and written narratives and finally those who 
submitted written narratives as their sole contribution to the study will be featured towards the 
end. Table 3 provides an overview of each of the student participants. After all narratives are 
presented, themes are examined and explicated once data saturation was achieved (Fusch & 
Ness, 2015).   
All participants in this study were students enrolled in undergraduate studies at the 
study site in Western Australia between 2017 and 2018.  Ranging from 18-36 years of age, the 
19 participants involved in this study were studying a broad range of courses from 13 different 
disciplines across the university:  community development, sociology, environmental 
management and sustainability, criminology, nursing, animal science, environmental 
conservation science, psychology, creative media, biomedical science, exercise science, 
engineering and politics. Four student participants were in their final semester and close to 
course completion, 11 were in their second and third year of study, and the remainder had 




were 24 students who consented to participate in the study, however five of them were 
excluded because they did not meet the selection criteria of enrolment (despite being enrolled 
on the University’s student management system, the students had completed their study). A 
graduation check was performed by the Indigenous centre’s administrative coordinator to 
verify this. Of the 19 participants that remained, 11 were female-identifying and 8 were male-
identifying.  
It was decided that small focus groups would allow individual participants to share 
their educational narratives with supportive peers who broadly understood the nature of their 
journey. The relative homogeneity of the groups allowed the researcher to capitalise on the 
participants’ shared experiences to gain in-depth data (Kitzinger, 1995). Not only did this 
foster free-flowing dialogue amongst participants, it also allowed for an examination of the 
nuances, tensions and complexities within the group (Morgan, 1997). The focus groups also 
added a layer of accountability for participants that ensured narratives were more authentic. As 
Kitzinger (1995, p. 300) notes, within homogenous groups, participants may “challenge each 
other on contradictions between what they profess to believe and how they actually behave.”  
Initially, 13 participants confirmed their attendance at the focus groups, however two 
were absent due to caring responsibilities and another withdrew from this phase due to illness. 
The first focus group was attended by five student participants (three female-identifying – 23, 
29 and 36 years old – and two male-identifying – 23 and 32 years old). The second focus group 
was attended by six student participants (two female-identifying – 24 and 28 years of age – and 
four male-identifying 20, 21, 23, 24). While focus groups with homogenous participant 
groupings are desirable, the age and gender differences were mitigated by the fact that all 
participants were, at the very least, acquaintances with one another and were known to each 
other prior to their engagement with the study. While some of the more senior participants 
were more dominant, taking the time to hear everyone’s perspective was important in ensuring 
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a range of views were heard and acknowledged. Prior to engaging in the focus groups 
discussions, all participants were reminded that respectful communication is dependent on 
active listening. While it was predicted that some participants would talk more than others, this 
was not the case and all participants had equal time and opportunity to express themselves.  
The final phase of the gathering the data involved in-depth narrative interviews with 
three participants who had conveyed interesting stories about their educational journey at 
university in Phases 1 and 2 of the study. In-depth narrative interviews enable researchers to 
shift beyond didactic transmission of information toward revealing experiences that assist the 
researcher to understand the participant as an individual within a broader context they are 
situated in (Muylaert et al., 2014). All three interview participants were second year students, 
two female-identifying (aged 29 and 36) and one male-identifying (aged 23). In-depth narrative 
interviews are crucial in gaining access to individuals’ past experiences. Mattingly and Lawlor 
(2000, p. 4) argue that “stories appear to be our best means of asking a person to ‘relive’ 
moments of their past, re-entering the rich emotional landscape of powerful experiences by 
telling stories about them.” While students may be able to articulate their beliefs and feelings 
about particular aspects of their learning journeys, the narrative form moves beyond abstract 
generalizations to help the researcher understand the nuances and complexities that are less 
obvious or explicit.  For example, a student may say “I think university has changed the way I 
think about my cultural identity”. While this is informative, those attempting to interpret this 
statement cannot be sure how this occurred, or why the student felt that way, or the context 
within which it occurred. When expressed within a narrative it provides a richer context and 
provides greater meaning. An example of this, using an excerpt from Michelle’s narrative is 
provided below: 
I remember walking into the Indigenous centre when I first enrolled. I was worried people 




and now I feel very supported by the people I came to know. Because of that, I’m now 
way more confident in identifying as Indigenous. It’s something I’m actually very proud 
of.  
This was Michelle’s response to the interview question of ‘how has university fostered this 
sense stronger relationship to your cultural identity?’. The short narrative locates the 
participant within a particular time and place. As opposed to a reflective statement, it draws the 
reader/audience in to provide a glimpse of the world as seen through the storyteller’s eyes. 
While stories such as this may contain some factual inaccuracies, they reveal significant 
insights into the relationship between the storyteller and the world around them. Furthermore, 
and perhaps most importantly, it provides a clear indication of the meaning the storyteller 
attaches to these relationships, interactions and events. 
 
Narratives of Students’ Experiences 
 The written narratives encouraged participants to tell their story in three distinct 
chapters: their pre-university life, the life as a university student and, finally, what they 
envisaged beyond higher education. The following chapter presents the findings of these three 
phases of data collection. As indicated in Table 4, 11 of the participants (i.e. more than half) 
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Declan 23 Second year nursing student    
Fredrick 23 Second year politics student    
Will 32 Second year environmental 
conservation student 
   




Cary 21 First year environmental 
conservation student 
   
John 21 First year environmental 
conservation student 
   
Brady 20 Second year engineering student    
Graham 20 First year biomedical science student    
Jasmine 28 Third year sociology student    
Toni 26 Final year environmental 
management and sustainability  
   
Tina 23 Second year criminology student    
Sara 22 Second year nursing student    
Samantha 24 Final year animal science student    
Sally 24 First year environmental 
conservation science student 
   
Michelle 29 Final year psychology student    
Katie 39 Second year biomedical science 
student 
   
Brianna 32 Second year exercise science student    
Brenda 37 Final year engineering student    
Nadia 36 Second year psychology student    
  





“I feel like I can be something. It feels really good.” 
Declan is currently a second-year nursing student. Before commencing university, 
Declan’s educational journey was significantly disrupted by the death of his grandfather, a man 
who he described as being “like a second dad…always there, always a good support.” He 
explains that this death, which occurred when he was twelve years of age was when his “life 
fell apart. When my pop died …that kind of traumatised me.”  The passing of his grandfather 
had serious ramifications for Declan’s family: “the whole Aboriginal side of my family just fell 
apart. Like everyone just turned against each other and there was a lot more drugs, alcohol, 




Despite this major setback, and sporadic attendance in high school, Declan maintained 
his strong academic performance and was regularly recognised for his academic achievements. 
However, the separation of his parents led to Declan almost disengaging with schooling 
entirely. “Yeah, around 15 Mum and Dad split up. I just […] dropped out of the academic 
stuff. Hardly went to school. When Declan did attend school he was often bullied and found 
himself in trouble for getting involved in fights. The bullying, according to Declan, had much 
to do with his Aboriginality. As a result, Declan developed significant anger management 
issues: “Being bullied kind of just made me more and more angry. I started exercising, going 
to the gym and started boxing. That’s when I started belting everyone that teased me.” Despite 
these disruptions, Declan managed to complete his high school certificate amid ongoing 
difficult family circumstances and a deteriorating relationship with his mother.  
 
“Apart from my Nan and my Dad everyone else said I was going to be nothing” 
Following school, Declan attempted to enrol at another Western Australian university 
but had to withdraw after being struck by a car and having his ankle broken in the incident. 
Upon recovery, Declan gained employment in the resources industry working in the regional 
and remote areas of Western Australia: “So I worked on the mines for a little bit. Hated that. 
It’s depressing. It’s lonely and you never really have anyone to talk to.”  Driven by this 
dissatisfaction, Declan sought to once again try university. After successfully completing the 
enabling program at the University he enrolled in a Bachelor of Science. However, surrounded 
by drug use at home, Declan began using himself: “I thought I may as well because everyone 
else is; I just did it. Like, I don’t know how I ended up doing it. I just did it”. This led to Declan 
having to withdraw from his studies as his drug use consumed his life.  
Falling on hard times financially, Declan resorted to collecting debt for a number of 




says “I think [the drugs] f*cked with my head a little bit because I was hurting people and that 
was the last thing I wanted to do. I just kept thinking they’re crap or worthless – like me – so it 
doesn’t really matter.” This self-perception was one reinforced by some members of his 
family. “Apart from my Nan and my Dad everyone else said I was going to be nothing. Like, I 
had my aunty saying I’m going to be nothing. I’m just going to be a piece of sh*t.”  
In his interview Declan describes his turning point and recounts that his grandmother 
confronted him about his drug use:  
I saw my Nan crying one night and she told me she knew what was going on and about 
all the crap I had been getting into. That hurt me a lot but made me decide to go get help 
the next morning. Getting help was really hard as well. I went through withdrawals and 
I kept wanting to use drugs again, but I was also trying to keep focussed on uni at the 
same time. It was crazy that I thought I could manage uni and that kind of life.  
Both Declan’s father and grandmother made him promise that he would return to university. 
Before doing so, Declan sought out anger management classes and developed a range of skills 
to deal with anger issues that had plagued him since he was a teenager. On coming to 
university, Declan was inspired to change his degree over to nursing. Reflecting on this, he 
explains: “I think the main reason I chose nursing was because I had a male nurse at the drug 
clinic. I often confided in him and he helped me a lot. There was also a male nurse there for me 
when my pop passed away.”  
Having put this difficult chapter of his life behind him, Declan is now succeeding at 
university. A pivotal moment for him was when we began to succeed in his studies and feel a 
sense of accomplishment in getting through his first full semester of study: “Passing my first 
full semester was a key moment for me. While they weren’t the best marks a credit here, 
distinction there, it was pretty good coming from fails and not showing up to getting that, I 
kind of felt for the first time that I could do it.” Since re-commencing his studies, Declan 
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credits his solid academic progress to the support of university staff, particularly those at the 
University’s Indigenous centre. Of particular importance was his Indigenous Tutorial 
Assistance Scheme (ITAS) tutor. “Lisa [name changed] my ITAS tutor helped me a lot. She 
believed in me and did extra stuff for me that she didn’t get paid for. She was there to talk to, 
let me go to her place to study and even cooked me dinner! She has been an amazing help.” 
Broader support of the Indigenous centre was also vital to ensuring Declan remained on track 
in terms of his studies:  
I think this whole centre [University’s Indigenous centre] has just helped me having the 
support of people that actually care. Speaking to staff like on a first name basis and 
being friends and talking about other stuff made me realise like I’ve got support and 
that they want to see you succeed. That has definitely helped me a lot because like I 
feel I have direction and I’ve always got a place to come to if things are going 
sh*t…My life has improved over all aspects and I know that studying at the University 
with the help of the [Indigenous] centre is the reason why. 
Peers were also key to not only keeping Declan motivated and on track with his studies, 
but also encouraging him to reassess his existing understandings about Indigenous people:  
Seeing everyone here kind of inspired me. I’m like if these guys can do this, what’s 
stopping me from doing this? We’ve all come from different areas, different places, 
different stories, but we’re all blackfellas, and I thought if you guys can do it, then why 
can’t I? And that’s what kind of changed my views as well. Before coming here, I 
didn’t really know many successful Aboriginal people. Like academically successful. 
But yeah, that changed my perspectives as well. 
“I kind of had a bit of a cry not too long ago, because I felt good for once in my life.” 
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Throughout the telling of his story, Declan alluded to having significant struggles with 
his mental health. Employment opportunities that arose within the university enabled him to 
resign from jobs that he now sees as being detrimental to his health and wellbeing. Upon such 
a reflection, Declan remarked that because of university, he’s a happier person with a greater 
sense of purpose and direction in life: 
Because of uni, I’m not waking up sad as much as I used to. I’m not thinking about 
killing myself and all that kind of sh*t. Like I feel happy. And now that I’m passing 
and everything, and surrounding myself with good people and having direction, I don’t 
feel lost. I feel like I can be something. It feels really good. I kind of had a bit of a cry 
not too long ago, because I felt good for once in my life. Because I’ve never felt this 
before. I’m more in tune with who I am as a person. I’m actually happy. I look in the 
mirror and like – I like what I see. Before I just hated myself. 
While Declan remains greatly appreciative of his family’s support, he also reflected 
positively on the new relationships he has formed recently:  
I’m finding like-minded people here at university and I’ve gotten rid of the people that 
are negative in my life. So, for instance, I’ve got people that work hard, study hard – 
that’s the kind of friends I want. Because who you are is who you hang out with […] 
But I’ve noticed I hang around people that are  not necessarily in my degree because I 
branch out and just talk to anyone now. I’ve met people in different social clubs, talked 
to them. That gave me the courage to go and play sport again. Because I’m focusing on 
just bettering myself in general, with uni that building relationships has come a lot 
easier. Especially with better people. That’s it really, just positive relationships. 
For Declan these new relationships were a stark contrast to those he once held: “For me it was 
so different to just have people that want to get to know you and want to do things with you – 
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like actually care about how you feel and include you in things. Because I feel like with my 
friends before they just wanted to use me.” 
For the future, Declan looks forward to being a positive force in the lives of others. 
About his future he says:   
I have decided that I want to become a registered nurse and travel the world helping 
people, potentially working for Doctors Without Borders and volunteering in third 
world countries. This is immensely different to what I thought my life would be, if I 
was told that I was going to be studying a couple of years ago I would laugh at you and 
call you crazy. Now I know it's what I want to do and I'm grateful for the ability of 
being able to study. 
For Declan, university has been a vital chapter in his personal story. Having overcome 
significant personal challenges to finish secondary school and gain entrance into university, he 
has now become a far more confident individual with a sense of purpose and direction in life. 
While he has maintained a strong connection with those in his family that have supported him 
throughout his life, he has also developed new relationships that have been a key factor in 
improving his sense of wellbeing. Evident in Declan’s narrative is the fact that studying at 
university now presents Declan with a range of opportunities both personally and 
professionally. For this reason, amongst many others, Declan articulates a clear sense of 
gratitude and positivity in reflecting on his engagement with higher education. 
Nadia’s Narrative 




Nadia’s life before university was one considerably different to the life she lives now. 
In reflecting on her early years, Nadia tells a story of family dysfunction and instability. “My 
parents were divorced when I was five years old and dad was a heroin addict. He was chucked 
in jail. […] Mum became an alcoholic when I was eight […] so I ended up taking care of my 
brothers and sisters a lot.” While managing to juggle these responsibilities with her own 
schooling, Nadia was counselled out of the more challenging classes and quickly became 
disinterested in school. Before the age of 24, Nadia had given birth to three of her seven 
children. Her first serious relationship was one that saw her “fall into a life of drugs”. Despite 
having purchased her own unit and planning ahead for her young children, Nadia became 
absorbed into a world of heavy drug use: “I think I just fell into that life because my friends 
were in it too […] they all used speed and one of them was even using heroin. But I just kind of 
thought it normal because that’s what my dad went through and that’s what all my uncles and 
aunties all do.” This sense of normalcy was broken only once her former partner, who was 
non-Indigenous, was taken into police custody for “smashing every single piece of furniture” 
in a house they had only recently moved into. This incident brought an end to their 
relationship, but brought about a custody battle over their two children. For Nadia, this was the 
catalyst for her to stop using drugs: “I got out of the drugs when I was about 24 because I 
didn't want to lose custody of my kids […] if I had any drugs in my system, I knew I'd lose them 
straight out, so I stopped taking drugs and started thinking about what I needed to do.” A key 
step for Nadia in overcoming her addiction was to remove herself from relationships that she 
considered negative influences on her life: “I actually moved away from all my family and 
friends because I knew they were triggers for my bad habits. At first, I was quite depressed 
doing it, but then I found as I went along, I was actually getting healthier. I was doing what my 




  With her ex-partner out of the picture, Nadia enrolled in a Diploma of General Education. 
It was here that a lecturer referred Nadia to the University’s Indigenous centre encouraging her 
to pursue a university degree: “He gave me this piece of paper and he goes ‘you need to go look 
at this and go to uni.” While Nadia did not immediately act on this suggestion, it was an idea 
she eventually followed up on. Enrolling in the University’s Indigenous enabling program, Nadia 
initially felt as though it was unlikely that she would be able to successfully complete the 
enabling course. The lack of support at home, as a single mother, was a barrier too high for her 
to overcome: “I was like, I won’t even get through it – my family is not going to support me.”  
 
“I’ve learned so much from the other women here” 
However, in embarking on her university journey, Nadia was continually encouraged 
by the support she received from her peers within the Indigenous Centre: I didn’t think I’d get 
the support I did at the Indigenous centre. It was really what got me through the [enabling] 
course. I had other people to keep me grounded, my new friends and lecturers got me through 
the hard bits.” For Nadia, the support from other students was vital to her beyond the context 
of the university: “I’ve learned so much from the other women here at [the Indigenous centre] 
and they’ve definitely made me a lot stronger. The things I tolerated in relationships when I 
was younger are no longer acceptable to me.” These peer and role modelling relationships also 
fundamentally changed the way Nadia thought about herself as an Aboriginal woman and also 
shifted the way she perceived Aboriginality more broadly: 
I was always told that I couldn’t be anything more than be on the dole and be a mother. 
That was the construct that was given to me beforehand. But then going to uni and 
meeting Indigenous people who have educations and have careers […] it’s a totally 





The importance of these friendships naturally extended to the academic sphere. Nadia was 
grateful to have peers who could help her with her studies and, later, was happy to give her 
support to others: “Yeah, I think it’s great how we’re always helping each other. I know other 
girls who are doing particular unit, ones that I’ve already done and I’ve actually told them 
“oh, focus on this reading and this reading, read this article etc.””  
 
“I’m getting divorced because of the fact I am going to university” 
In the first year of her undergraduate degree, Nadia reunited with her ex-boyfriend who 
had since gone through drug rehabilitation. They married and had three more children prior to 
Nadia commencing university studies. However, while for the most part their marriage was 
stable and happy the marriage began to breakdown as Nadia progressed through her degree. 
Nadia explains that her husband sought to discourage her from continuing her studies: 
I’m getting divorced because of the fact I am going to university. He chucked in his job 
because he felt like if he lost his job then I’d just stay home […] of course, that didn’t 
happen. So he started drinking and taking drugs again, like we did when we were 
younger. He thought that was a way of drawing me back in. He then became quite 
violent for the last year of our relationship, which effected my studies as well. But I still 
refused to quit.  
 
The beginning of the end for Nadia came when her home was set ablaze and completely 
destroyed. She blamed the accident on the carelessness of her then partner: 
That's when I told him I wasn't going to put up with his crap anymore because he was 
watching the kids when one of them accidentally set the house on fire. Before that 
happened, I knew he was using again, I found drug paraphernalia when I was cleaning 




time – I told him he had to quit. And he did quit for a while and he tried to get clean, 
but he just fell straight back into it. So, that was definitely the start of the end for us.  
 
However, the clear breaking point in their relationship was when her partner began 
physically assaulting the children. For Nadia, being at university gave her the confidence to 
leave her abusive marriage. About that time she says, “when he hit a three-year old to the point 
where he had a concussion, I was like, no! and that was kind of it. I just remember putting all 
the kids in the car and leaving.” Her experiences at university were instrumental in 
encouraging Nadia to leave her abusive husband:  
If I didn’t go to uni, I think I would have just assumed the authorities would have sided 
with him. I feel like I wouldn’t have had the confidence to go through with it all. Even 
the most basic academic skills/research skills were useful in dealing with his crap in a 
legal way. Like even when I went to court, we went to court for the abuse and he got 
found guilty. But even in that moment, I thought they were going to believe him over 
me because he was a man, he was white. Thankfully it wasn't anything like that.  
 
Amidst the breakdown of her marriage and the loss of her house and all of her belonging, 
Nadia kept her studies going.  
 
“I feel a little bit lost because I'm not sure where I fit anymore” 
Another key dilemma that confronted Nadia during the course of her studies was the 
direct challenge university learning posed to her firmly held religious convictions. Christianity 
came to play a major role in her parents’ attempts to overcome their respective battles with 
addiction. This religious worldview was one imparted on Nadia and her siblings as they grew 
up. Subsequently embraced by Nadia, Christianity became a guiding influence in the way she 
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chose to live her life. However, prompted by her studies in theology, Nadia began interrogating 
some of the long-held assumptions she held based on her religious upbringing: “Because of uni 
I've changed my religious views. I'm like, looking at my own religion and questioning it, for 
which I got in trouble for.” Nadia’s newly acquired skills and knowledge has caused fractures 
within some relationships she held within her faith community:  
I actually went and questioned them [my church] about some things. What they taught 
was very different to what I was getting at university. I'm like, hang on, this isn’t 
matching up. And I went to them and they were just like, oh no, our scholars say this 
and I was like, well the broader range of scholars say that that's not true. And yeah, I 
got into big trouble and I was pretty much told that you can't go around saying that. I 
was threatened with discommunication [excommunication] if I was to tell other people 
that. And I was like, well, tough, I'm not going to lie to people.  
Nadia’s challenging of the church led to her and her family’s exclusion from the 
congregation. At the time of the interview for this study, this was something Nadia was in the 
middle of grappling with: “I'm still processing it because it still only happened like two weeks 
ago […] I’m now like, okay, that faith doesn't match up to what I know now. So I'm not sure 
where I kind of fit, faith-wise anymore.” When asked how that made her feel, Nadia described 
a sense of loss and uncertainty:  
I feel a little bit lost because I'm not sure where I fit anymore. I find that's the hardest 
thing – going to uni and learning different things and then realising that life has been a 
bit of a lie. In terms of my faith, I have no idea where I'm going to put that part of my 
life anymore. It doesn’t fit. Like I believe there is something, but I don't think I have so 




what I was taught as a child. It's kind of like, okay, I'm just going to go agnostic and 
just try and figure out my way through it. 
 
In terms of her religious beliefs, a particular shift in perspectives related to the way Nadia 
perceived gender relations in society: “I see men as being my equal now instead of above me. 
And I think that's a very different view of the world to the one I was raised with. I definitely tell 
my sons now that despite what people in church might say, women are not lower than you just 
because they're a woman”.  
 
“It has been difficult to feel different to them” 
 
 In reflecting upon the impact her engagement with university studies may have had on 
others close to her, she stated that: “the biggest most positive impact has been on my kids. All 
except for one of them, see themselves going to university. They all want to do that now. 
Because they see that I was strong enough to do it.” Since this interview, two of her oldest 
children, despite struggling with significant learning difficulties, are undertaking the same 
enabling program she completed two years ago and recently commenced their own 
undergraduate journeys in Semester 1, 2019. 
Her relationship with her parents remains somewhat strained. However, Nadia feels her 
relationship with her mother is improving; largely because it is one being (re)entered into on 
her own terms. In relation to this, Nadia says: “Mum was used to bossing me around. But 
things are different now […] she’s trying to get used to that. She's finding it hard to wrestle 
with the fact that I've changed so much – definitely more strong-willed.” For Nadia, while 
some relationships with family are gradually improving, she contrasts her new relationships 
formed at university with those she has with her family:  
Sometimes I forget that my uni friends are totally different to my family. For me, a lot 




parents, siblings etc. They always think I'm judging them or that I’m too good for them. 
It has been difficult to feel different to them. I guess that’s one of the hard things about 
going to uni. 
 
Nadia also reflected on the changed friendships since she began her university journey: 
All my friends were like drug dealers and stuff beforehand. Like I was in with a pretty 
bad crowd really […] I don’t hang around those people anymore, and I understand 
looking back what negative impacts they were having on my life. So, I figured that was 
the best thing to do was to separate myself from all my friends that had the bad habits. 
At first I was quite depressed doing it, but then I found as I went along, I knew what I 
was doing was best for me and my kids. My new friends from uni are just better people 
– that sounds terrible I know! 
 
Clear in Nadia’s narrative is evidence of a significantly changed worldview. Moving 
away from the rigid certainty of her religious upbringing, Nadia now enjoys the ambivalence 
and ability to question and think critically at university: “My worldview is totally different. I 
find now that people are so stubborn, they don’t want to change their way of thinking even if 
you lay it out to them full force.” This reflection arose through the changing relationships with 
her family. She said: “My sister is a good example of people not being able to change their 
ideas on things. She’s got a phobia of Muslim people. I asked her why, she just said she 
thought they’re all terrorists […] and polygamists. I was like, honey, that’s Mormons too, and 
most of them are white!”. In instances such as this, where Nadia challenges family to think 
deeply about the perspectives they may hold, her family – particularly her mother – feel as 
though Nadia is unnecessarily distressing her siblings and wider family: “I know my mum’s 




says some things and I’m like, ‘Dad, God that’s racist, can you not say things like that around 
my kids? He just thinks it’s a joke, but the good thing is that my kids have started to correct 
him and other people in my family.”   
Despite these tensions, in more recent time, Nadia feels as though her family is shifting 
towards a more positive mindset in relation to her studies:  
Before, my family just used to think that I did homework for fun and they didn’t 
understand why I did it. I don't get paid for it so they're really baffled by it and they're 
always like, ‘What are you going to do afterwards? Who are you going to be 
afterwards?’ But while I finished [the Indigenous enabling course] with no support 
from family or friends […] my family have finally realised that I am staying at 
university and are starting to support me and my kids.  
 
While much of Nadia’s narrative refers to the impact her studies have had on others, 
she also spoke positively of the impact university has had on her sense of wellbeing and overall 
health:  
 
My health is definitely getting better. I'm more concerned about being healthy […] 
because everyone at uni kind of like has that ‘being healthy’ drive as well. Like even 
my mental health check-ups, I make sure I go to every one now. I used to go, oh yeah, 
I'll leave that until later. But now, I'm actually going every four weeks.  
This improving sense of wellbeing coincided with a strengthening of Nadia’s cultural identity. 
When she was a child, Nadia’s mother actively sought to limit her relationship to her 
Aboriginality and Indigenous family: “my mum was always like ‘don’t hang around them 
[Aboriginal people] but she never saw that she was taking a part of my person away because 
that’s still part of me whether she likes it or not.” However, coming to the Indigenous centre as 




relationships to her cultural identity: “I think coming to university brought some of it back to 
me and it’s a bit stronger now;  it’s like, I want to know my own culture. No one can take that 
away from me now.” 
Nadia’s story shows considerable persistence despite significant barriers to her success 
at university. Confronted by a difficult childhood, abusive intimate relationships, marriage 
breakdown, a major housefire that destroyed her home, an unsupportive family and a loss of 
trust in her faith, Nadia managed to juggle caring for seven children with working and maintain 
a part-time study load at university. While university posed major challenges to her personally, 
her engagement with university has ultimately led to positive change for both her and her 




 “I just saw from an early age that school was the way out, the way to get somewhere else.” 
 
Despite a difficult upbringing, Michelle has always been motivated to achieve 
academically. Since she was a young child, this desire to achieve has distanced her from some 
of her family, particularly her parents. This was only further exacerbated as she progressed 
through her university degree. Michelle’s parents had her rather young; her father nineteen and 
her mother sixteen. Even at primary school age, Michelle was motivated to leave behind the 
world she was raised in:  
I always wanted to be in school, but it was because I didn’t want to be at home. So 
mum would punish me by making me stay home from school. I think I just saw from an 
early age that school was the way out, the way to get somewhere else. I kind of saw it 
as if I want to not live the life that they had, the I need to do this schooling thing. 
 
Michelle’s aspiration to go to university was an extension of her attitude towards schooling:  
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No one in my family has ever been to uni, but I think again it was just that pass out, like 
that’s the next level. Like there were people I’d come across now and then […] that 
were different to me and my family. It always seemed to have something to do with 
their education. I think I wanted to be like them or I wanted to know what they knew.  
As a young primary and secondary school student, life at school clashed considerably with life 
at home. Michelle, from a young age (12 years old) felt as though she had outgrown her mother 
educationally. What Michelle learned in school contrasted significantly with the attitudes and 
opinions of her mother. Using racism as an example, Michelle tells a story of when she 
confronted her mother about saying derogatory things about Indigenous people:  
I was learning about Indigenous history and I remember mum just mouthing off in the 
car saying Aboriginal people are all like ‘dirty, black, c*nts.’ I remember saying to her, 
‘Mum, you can’t say that, that’s racist’ […] I remember being mortified, like asking 
quietly, ‘what kind of parent are you?’  
“When I came back to uni I just remember thinking ‘you’re kidding me, it could’ve been this 
easy all along”.  
Michelle successfully completed high school and achieved a high enough university 
entrance score to enter directly into university. Originally wanting to study animal science with 
the hope of eventually becoming a veterinarian, she did not achieve high enough grades to 
transfer into the highly competitive veterinary medicine program, Michelle decided to 
discontinue her studies to pursue full-time employment. While eventually returning to study, in 
the interim Michelle got married and had two children while working full time. However, 
struggling with post-natal depression, Michelle was referred to a psychiatrist for support. As 
part of these consultations, she was diagnosed with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 
(ADHD) and treated accordingly. This brought about considerable changes to Michelle’s life 




could take information in and it stayed in!”. She was also recognised as having dyslexia at this 
time. In knowing this, Michelle was able to access equity support at the university with further 
eased her transition back into her studies. 
 
“Now I understand a lot more about what it means to be Indigenous.” 
Before recommencing her studies, Michelle came to learn about her family’s 
Indigenous history. Michelle’s father was part of the Stolen Generation and was removed from 
his Torres Strait Islander mother at a young age. The need to provide a birth certificate for a 
housing loan informed her father of his Torres Strait Islander ancestry. While for Michelle this 
was a source of excitement and much pride, her father struggled to identify as Indigenous: “To 
me it was a relief. It was like I finally knew now where I belong […] it definitely gave me a 
sense of being part of something. So, when I came back to uni I was proud to tick the 
‘Indigenous’ box and contact the Indigenous centre. Since then it has been great.” Having 
embraced her Indigeneity, Michelle now sees herself as a bridge to her family’s own identity: 
“Because I’m proud of my cultural identity I think it’s beginning to rub off on my family, 
especially my dad. For him it used to be a shameful thing.” Michelle’s relationship with staff 
and students at the Indigenous centre played an important role in changing the way she thought 
about her identity and Indigenous identities more broadly:  
Now I understand a lot more about what it means to be Indigenous. Especially because 
there are other intelligent Indigenous people, from a diverse group of people – it sounds 
stupid now but like, at first, it was pretty daunting coming to the Indigenous centre 
because I'm not super black! [laughs]. But there were people who looked like me, were 
fairer than me all the shades of black! Anyway, identifying as Indigenous gave me a 




have before, and it's given me some kind of family to connect to. It’s a bit weird. But 
yeah, none of that would be possible without coming here. 
In learning more about her cultural background and embracing her Indigenous identity, 
Michelle has positively impacted upon her family: “my dad’s side they accept it more now 
[being Indigenous] and my brother too. When he was in high school, he started to identify and 
stuff and I just kept saying that I was happy to and I was proud to […] So, I think that's been a 
positive thing.” 
 
“As I started to grow and learn more he became more uncomfortable. He found it 
intimidating” 
 
While Michelle re-entered university studies with a greater sense of confidence and 
purpose, it coincided with the breakdown of her marriage. Reflecting on this period of her life, 
Michelle believes that her work with the psychiatrist gave her a clearer mind that encouraged 
her to speak openly about feelings she had long harboured. Her non-Indigenous ex-partner, not 
being particularly communicative, struggled with her desire to talk about her emotions. Along 
with this tension, she had come to the realisation that they were no longer in love with one 
another: “We weren’t fighting or anything, there was just no more connection. But now I 
realise that, for me, this relationship was important because it was better than anything I had 
with my family […] I felt I should just be grateful, I shouldn’t want more.” While Michelle did 
not identify university as being a direct catalyst for the breakdown of their marriage, she did 
remark that:  
As I started to grow and learn more he became more uncomfortable. He found it 
intimidating. I would want to talk about stuff I was learning […] he would make snarky 
comments. He’d be like, ‘you think you know better’ and all that stuff. So, it was 




and he decided to bugger off. So I had to sell the house and move and go through 
divorce papers, but I stayed at uni the whole time. It was the one constant for me. 
After selling the house and going through divorce, Michelle parted ways amicably with her 
now ex-husband but maintained her enrolment throughout this upheaval: “I used to get really 
upset about the thought of having to leave uni because I felt like I had more here than just 
assignments. I felt like I had somewhere to go.”  
 
However, the more Michelle immersed herself into the world of higher education, the 
more distant she felt from her family. While she felt “normal” at university, she felt like “the 
odd one out at home”. Furthermore, her family’s attitude towards her attending university have 
remained unchanged:  
None of my family cares if I’m at uni or not. If anything they would be happy if I’m not 
because every time I’d get stressed or something they would say ‘just drop uni and you 
will stop stressing’. I used to get so angry because I’d be like it’s not uni that’s hard, 
it’s the rest of my life!” 
In contrast though, she felt that university was the place she could relate to, she says, “I still 
feel that it's where I need to be to grow, and that's what it can offer me. Nowhere else can offer 
me that.” Michelle qualifies this though by emphasising her father’s increasingly supportive 
attitude towards her studies. Over time, her father has come to actively support Michelle’s 
engagement with university: “my dad now thinks it’s great that I’m studying. He came to my 
partner’s graduation last year and it was the first time that he had even been in the 
environment and he felt chuffed about being there. He said to me ‘that’ll be you soon, hey?” 
Despite her father’s excitement, Michelle maintains that her family still struggle to understand 
why she is at university: “they get that it’s kind of a positive thing, but they don’t really know 





“I learnt that it's okay and normal to be angry, and it's not a negative thing.” 
Throughout her psychology degree, Michelle has gradually developed ways in which to 
manage her own emotions to reshape relationships with members of her family who were once 
sources of frustration and anger. The skills she has developed throughout her degree have 
enabled her to negotiate difficult relationships:  
With psychology, I learnt that it's okay and normal to be angry, and it's not a negative 
thing. It's okay to cry as well, it's okay to be sad. It's okay to feel like your mum didn’t 
do a good enough job. I know now that she still did the best she could, but […] in the 
past I would feel so bad for even thinking negatively of her, I mean I’m not going to 
pretend – I thought she was a horrible mum. But then I would just feel guilty about 
thinking that. But it was good learning that it’s actually okay to feel that tension. All 
that has meant is that I've actually been able to have a relationship with my mum that 
doesn’t have to be negative, because I can be that bigger person. 
Through her studies, Michelle came to understand the impact of trauma on individuals and the 
lasting effect it can have on people. Such an understanding led to greater empathy for her 
mother. She recalls thinking through the implications of her mother’s past.  
Mum was given up by her parents. Her mother stood in a court room and said I've got 
three other kids as well, but I don’t want you because you're too much hard work and 
gave her up to the state. I just remember thinking, ‘geez, no wonder she is the way she 
is’. Thinking about that has made me a lot more patient with her. That’s what I mean by 
being the bigger person, I guess. 
 
“I guess hitting enough walls in life has made me feel like ‘what can actually stop me?” 
While Michelle acquired skills that allowed her to confidently renegotiate existing 




rewarding and positive relationship. For instance, fellow students were important role models 
of success for Michelle. That students shared similar life experiences and came from 
comparable backgrounds made a significant difference to her confidence in her own ability:  
Everyone here [at the Indigenous centre] was telling me that I could do it, and other 
people fully believed that I was capable of achieving these things, which I was 
struggling to believe I could. So, not only do they have similar backgrounds and they 
have families that aren't as supportive, and they're often first in family, so it's just more 
of my kind of people. So, I’ve made some new friendships because they’re just more 
like-minded people. But I think what has also been important for me is learning which 
relationships not to invest in. So yeah, I think studying here has improved my 
confidence. I think it has given me a voice. 
Michelle also met her new partner through university – a partner who is supportive of her 
university endeavours:  
Craig [name changed] is way more supportive [than the ex-partner] and never doubts 
my ability to do well. He’s studying at the same time as me, so he gets the challenges of 
uni. I think this has made an impression on me and my kids because I think there’s an 
equality there – we take turns in being the primary parent or student […] Being a 
woman and having a little girl - I don't want her to think she has to stay at home. I want 
her to know that she can work towards bigger things if that's what she wants to do. 
 
The University’s Indigenous centre was also important in creating a sense of comfort 
and belonging for Michelle: 
It felt like a safe haven, somewhere it didn't matter how I looked.  I wasn't going to be 
judged or anything and I could just go in there and do what I need to do […] I'm not 
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sure how far I would've gone in my degree, maybe I'd be just scraping by instead of 
doing well […] but because of [Indigenous centre] it felt like I existed here. 
Underpinning Michelle’s entire narrative is a deep appreciation for the power of 
education. Despite having a largely unsupportive family, Michelle has been successful 
throughout her educational journey. While having to confront learning difficulties, mental health 
issues and manage difficult relationships, Michelle has succeeded in maintaining and a clear 
sense of direction, purpose and belonging. Newly formed relationships through university have 
developed a new confidence and desire to give back to young people who grew up in 
circumstances similar to her own. While new relationships have been crucial to her growth, the 
skills and knowledge Michelle gained at university have enabled her to reapproach previously 
strained relationships with empathy and understanding. Studying psychology has also given her 
the confidence to re-enter these relationships on her own terms. Michelle is now close to both 
completing her university degree and giving birth to her third child. 
Will’s Narrative 
 “I just thought there must be more than this.” 
In his mid-twenties, Will sought out university studies to change direction in his career. 
Having been a qualified carpenter since the age of 22, Will worked in the resources industry 
for a number of years before finding it increasingly difficult to secure long-term employment 
in a volatile sector:  
I was a qualified carpenter at age 22 and had a great job with a big mining company as 
a maintenance carpenter for a few years. However, I did not find secure long-term 
employment and so I bounced around from big construction projects, short term labour 




Insecure employment and the pressures of working in the resources industry eventually began 
to take its toll on Will:  
I became burnt out pretty quickly and began searching for alternative career options. I 
got sick of the tradie banter bullcrap, it was so boring I got over it pretty quickly and 
just put up with it too long I reckon. I’d gone through a heap of different jobs and stuff, 
and my self-esteem took a bit of a hit. I just thought there must be more than this.  
 
“It sort of gave me the confidence I’d been searching for” 
While searching for employment opportunities, Will thought about taking up studies in 
Sport and Exercise Science to make a career out of a keen interest in sport, recreation and 
fitness. In doing so, he said, “I eventually found the [Indigenous centre] on the university 
website and made an enquiry. They contacted me straight away and told me about the 
Indigenous enabling program, I was nervous about it, not having studied since school but I 
was determined to give it a go.” For Will, the University’s Indigenous enabling program was 
crucial in enabling his successful engagement with university learning: “[the Indigenous 
enabling program] gave me the confidence I was looking for and the skills I needed to go into 
studies at [the University]. It sort of gave me the confidence I’d been searching for in the 
workplace. It wasn’t until I came here that I found it.” 
After a year of studying Exercise Science, Will decided to change his degree to follow 
a deeper passion inspired by both his learning in the Indigenous enabling program and his 
upbringing:  
I realised that I enjoyed health and fitness, however, as a career it wasn't for me. During 
[the Indigenous enabling program] the sustainability/environmental issues we discussed 




then later working throughout the Pilbara I'd always had a concern and a connection 
with ethical environmental issues. 
 
“I’m a different person now” 
While Will perceived university as a platform for a change in career direction, having 
progressed to his second year of study, he reflected that he had become someone different – 
someone more confident: “it wasn’t until maybe last semester that I thought you know what? 
I’m a different person now. I’m not that person anymore. I’m more confident”. This sense of 
confidence was only further reinforced through academic achievement: “A key moment for me 
was starting to get those good grades. To begin with I was only getting like 50% or worse. But 
things started to improve and it made me realise, yeah, I can do this.” 
In discussing this sense of personal change, Will contrasted the person he is now with 
the people he once closely associated with:  
A lot of my friends that didn't do anything [post-secondary education] – even if it's a 
trade qualification – to me, they seem so boxed in now. They can't see out of that – 
they’re still in the crappy little suburb in Mandurah [laughs], just still stuck in that same 
box and can never see a way out of it. Always talking about their lack of money and 
other things that you can change. But by being here, you can see how you can change 
yourself and those things, but they just don't seem to be able to. 
 
“My views and perspectives have changed since being at uni.” 
 Will’s perception of change also extended to the attitudes, views and perspectives he 
held in relation to the world around him. In his narrative, Will refers to not only to gaining new 
knowledge and skills, but had also come to appreciate the value and applicability of such skills 




My views and perspectives have changed since being at uni. Things I once thought 
were truth are now things I question. I also think the source of information changes as 
well. You know, instead of just going with the flow and arguing about things you see 
on the news and all of that sort of stuff. You actually – you want to look deeper into it 
and you actually realise there’s bigger structural issues at play. 
 
Aside from the development of these critical thinking skills, Will also highlights an 
appreciation for being able to engage in intellectual debate at university. Will explained that he 
valued being able to “comprehend arguments […] and actually be able to listen and evaluate 
other people’s opinions instead of shutting them off. Like I see a lot of other people do. I like 
being able to actually have […] an intellectual discussion, not just a shouting match.” The 
acquisition of such skills has positively impacted the way Will engages with the world around 
him: it [university] has also changed how I participate in the world and how I see the world 
and helps me navigate it a bit better, I think. It’s given me a bit more tact about how to go 
about life in general as well. 
 
“I think they’ve just noticed me a bit more happier” 
Similar to most of the participant narratives, family was a key part of Will’s story. 
Coming from a close and supportive family, Will enjoyed a great deal of encouragement from 
those close to him in terms of pursuing further education. In thinking through his educational 
journey thus far, Will reflects on his family’s observations on what has changed for him 
throughout this time. He says “I think they’ve just noticed me a bit more happier generally and 
that sort of thing – a bit more focussed too.” The flow on effect of studying at university is 
something that Will has been quite conscious of. In studying at university, Will has felt a sense 




You get your younger family members coming through, they look at you a bit 
differently as well. Like they – it’s more of a leadership type position within the family. 
You become more educated and you’ve got your sh*t together and stuff. People go 
okay, we’ll get our information off this fella or look up to him and stuff more.     
 Will’s family support and positive perception of his engagement with university learning has 
meant that he has not only been supported on his journey but has also been a source of pride 
amongst those back home.  
 
Looking forward, Will envisages his degree presenting him with a number of rewarding 
opportunities:  
I see this degree as a platform and opportunity that I value and won't take lightly.  I 
think this degree presents a wide range of options for me. I could possibly go into a 
local council, Parks and Wildlife, NGO, resource industries etc. I feel a sense of 
excitement about the path I am currently on.  
 
Will’s university journey was one that started with the simple thought that ‘there must 
be more than this.’ Lacking a sense of fulfilment and satisfaction with the direction his career 
had taken, Will undertook university study as a way of finding a new, more rewarding path. 
While his self-esteem had suffered trying to make a living in the resources industry, university 
has presented Will with a number of potential career pathways that are closer aligned to his 
personal interests and passions. This learning journey has not only changed the way he 
perceives the world, it has also significantly changed the way his family perceive him. Will 
now looks ahead to his future with a sense of excitement and possibility. 
 
Jasmine’s Narrative  
 
 “I came from a pretty abusive family environment and was put down a lot for my 
Aboriginal identity.”  
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Jasmine is a third-year sociology student nearing the completion of her undergraduate 
degree. Jasmine’s upbringing and subsequent educational journey was a difficult one. Despite 
such difficulties, she has managed to achieve positive results throughout schooling and 
university. The challenges Jasmine faced as a young adult were evident from the first line of 
her written narrative:  “I came from a pretty abusive family environment and was put down a 
lot for my Aboriginal identity.”   
Growing up in the Kimberley, her parents separated at a young age before relocating to 
the south west of Western Australia. Her mother’s subsequent relationship was a violent one, 
exposing Jasmine to ongoing aggression and abuse. Physical, emotional and sexual abuse were 
a significant part of her early years. While not directly suffering through all three forms of 
abuse, she felt a sense of obligation to care for her siblings who were exposed to such trauma. 
Growing up in such an environment, Jasmine’s early adolescence was significantly impacted 
by the actions of her non-Indigenous stepfather:  
I was put down a lot for being Aboriginal, mainly by my white stepfather. He used 
derogatory/racist language towards me, calling me names when I was in trouble. It was 
kind of a situation where being Aboriginal was not really spoken about at home, nor 
were we encouraged to have lot to do with our Aboriginal family. It wasn’t until free 
tutoring became available for black kids at my school did he support our identifying.  
This was a sharp contrast to her Aboriginal mother’s pride in her Indigeneity: 
But my mother, she was a counter to that – they were separated by then – but spending 
time with her meant that I was exposed to culture and the positive aspects of being 
strong in my identity. So I felt like I had this white home life and this black holiday life 




“I felt like I had this white home life and this black holiday life” 
This tension meant that throughout her teenage years Jasmine had a somewhat 
disconnected relationship to her Indigenous identity. This disconnect, compounded by her 
stepfather’s racism, led to a problematic understanding of her own cultural identity: 
When I was young, I was well and truly surrounded by my Aboriginal culture. But 
during my teenage years it was taken away from me. Mum split up with my stepfather 
and I relocated with him and my siblings. But being in a predominantly white high 
school as well and having a family member who didn’t respect my Aboriginal identity 
as well, it led me fully into the trap of quantifying my Indigeneity, and so I was one of 
those people that would be like, “I'm half Aboriginal.” 1 
However, university changed this outlook on her Indigeneity:  
I think the biggest impact of university…would definitely be around my identity and 
that's just because before uni I was participating in all that violence around who can call 
themselves Aboriginal and who can’t. So, throughout my journey it's really been 
understanding who gets to define that identity and having the strength to know that it 
doesn’t come from other Aboriginal people outside of your group, it doesn't come from 
non-Aboriginal people either. It’s defined by you. Understanding this really helped me 
with pride in who I am in all sorts of ways. 
 
“I wanted to be in control of my own life” 
Jasmine’s motivation for undertaking university studies was primarily driven by a 
desire for independence from her home life: “I just wanted to be away from control. I wanted 
 
1 The quantifying of Indigenous identity, specifically within the context of Australian history, is problematic. Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander children were removed based on the notion that Indigenous children of mixed ancestry could be removed 





to be in control of my own life.” While always having an aspiration to go into higher education, 
and gaining direct entry into university, Jasmine insists that freedom and independence were 
the key factors motivating her pursuit of further education: “I was tired of the violence and 
aggression. I needed some kind of escape. Even if I felt a bit guilty about leaving, I couldn’t 
stand it any longer.” 
 
“The impact it has had on me is that it's made me grow as a person” 
 
 Jasmine felt that she has grown throughout her university journey. This personal 
growth related to not only her overall sense of confidence, but also what it means to be a 
woman:  
The impact it has had on me is that it's made me grow as a person. But also as a 
woman, as well and my understanding of where I sit in the world as an Aboriginal 
woman. It's been the biggest change for me. My self-respect, my demands on what I 
think my life should be and the kind of treatment that I deserve. That's all changed and 
grown throughout my university journey and that's from being exposed to feminist 
ideas and cultural ideas and other strong people and information. So, for me that's been 
the biggest and the best. 
Her exposure to a range of theories and concepts within the discipline of sociology had positive 
and practical implications for Jasmine.  She has effectively incorporated new knowledge and 
integrated that into the way she understands her own subjectivity.  
 The Indigenous centre also played a key role in supporting Jasmine through her 
educational journey. In thinking about its impact, she remarks:  
There’s this kind of like a camaraderie, like if you can do it, I can too. Because there’s a 
sense that we’ve come from the same kind of – like not necessarily the same 
background but same culture or you know, same people. So if you stick together you 




doing great. I want to do great as well. I want to see you do great. I don’t think there’s 
much tearing down around here. 
 
For Jasmine, the Indigenous centre represented a place of family and a place of belonging: 
 
There you get the sense that you matter and I think if I had been in a place like this 
back when I first attempted uni, I wouldn’t have deferred for as long as I did. I probably 
would have felt a bit more supported. But yeah, you just feel really isolated without a 
place, without an anchor like [the Indigenous centre]. 
 
Jasmine is now close to completing her undergraduate degree and is currently working 
in a role that allows her to use her newly developed skills to contribute positively to her 
community. Her gained confidence has seen her take on student leadership roles and 
university-wide projects that are for the benefit of other university students. Despite the 
difficult upbringing and trauma surrounding her early adult years, Jasmine has thrived at 
university and beginning to carve out a successful career in community and corporate 
engagement. The positive impact that university has had on her sense of self is evident in her 
narrative and subsequent reflections on educational journey. While the role of the Indigenous 
centre was important, most significantly, university represented freedom and independence 
from a life she was keen to leave behind.  
 
Tina’s Narrative  
 “I was always quite good in school and grasped things very quickly. It was just the other 
things that got in the way for me.” 
 
Tina is a second-year criminology, forensic biology and toxicology student who comes 
from a supportive family. The youngest of three siblings, Tina’s educational journey was one 




pathways into university, Tina’s journey was considerably impacted in high school: “I went to 
three different high schools in Perth and wasn’t able to finish school due to having low 
attendance rates. For three months I was hospitalised for mental health issues. I also struggled 
with an eating disorder as well as drugs and alcohol.”  While Tina did not complete formal 
schooling, she went on to gain a traineeship with a major bank before taking up full time 
employment in the mining, construction and transport/logistics sectors. Having had enough of 
working in administrative roles, Tina moved to Kalgoorlie in a hospitality role before deciding 
to try to get into university. While her schooling was disrupted, Tina always believed in her 
abilities: “I was always quite good in school and grasped things very quickly. It was just the 
other things that got in the way for me.” While working gained her some positive experiences, 
Tina felt drawn to further studies: “I had enough working in jobs where I could only go so far 
and working under people who were sh*t.” Encouraged by her older brother, Tina applied and 
was accepted into the Indigenous enabling course before successfully transitioning into a 
degree in criminology.  
 
“Finding people who have been more like-minded and wanting to achieve things has been the 
best thing for me” 
 
The new relationships that Tina formed at university were important to her. These new 
relationships were also signalled by Tina as one of the most positive things to have come out of 
her engagement with university: 
For me, finding people who have been more like-minded and wanting to achieve things 
has been the best thing for me. A lot of my friends from high school are still stuck in 
this box that they can’t seem to see out of. You know like, they have kids and are in a 
relationship but they can’t see anything beyond that. They have sh*t relationships with 




For Tina, this was a significant contrast to her relationships at university where peers provided 
support, mentoring and motivation to succeed: “Being around like-minded people means that I 
can see where I want to go. Watching other people do something can be handy – it’s like if that 
person can do it then you can do it kind of thing.” While this kind of encouragement and 
support came from her family, Tina felt as though the peer-support she found at university was 
more effective: 
With my family – especially my brothers – its competitive, but with university friends 
it’s a proper motivation and support and accountability. Family support for me is 
different in – you know when you do something good people praise you, for my family 
it’s like – that’s good […] but you could do more. So, there’s an added layer of pressure 
there that’s unhelpful.  
“I think you need to keep going and your determination and willingness to try and ask for 
help when you need it can take you a long way.” 
 
 In the final part of her written narrative, Tina identified the importance of persistence 
and perseverance in the face of challenges at university:  
Sometimes things in life and university can be difficult whether you've made it that way 
for yourself or they’re things that you can’t control. I think you need to keep going and 
your determination and willingness to try and ask for help when you need it can take 
you a long way. 
 
 With this in mind, Tina hopes to continue progressing towards completion of her 
degree. She is interested in working in crime prevention and will seek to work in juvenile 
justice. Tina’s story shows that despite coming from a supportive family, a student can face a 
range of challenges that have the potential to derail student success. For Tina, the formation of 
new relationships was vital to her positive experiences at university. While she admits her 
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studies are not always smooth sailing, she remains motivated by her peers and maintained by 
her own persistence and determination. 
Samantha’s Narrative 
“I am immensely proud of the grades that I have been able to achieve throughout my 
degree, as well as my growth as a person throughout this journey”. 
Samantha is an honours student in the animal science program. Having achieved one of 
the highest university entry scores in Western Australia in her graduating year, Samantha 
enrolled at the University with the intention of becoming a veterinarian. A high achiever 
throughout her schooling, Samantha comes from a highly support family. Before commencing 
university studies, she took a year off: “to work in a cafe/restaurant before moving to Perth. 
My year off was great for me, it allowed me to have a break from study and save some money, 
while teaching me many life skills.” While needing to relocate from regional Western Australia 
to study and being separated from her family, Samantha has excelled at university achieving 
high grades throughout her studies: “I am immensely proud of the grades that I have been able 
to achieve throughout my degree, as well as my growth as a person throughout this journey.” 
While motivated by academic achievement, in her narrative, Samantha also demonstrated an 
appreciation for the development of new skills through her studies at university: “I have 
developed the art of critical thinking and enjoy being able to critically appraise things to gain 
a deeper understanding.” She also found her studies to be “empowering and enjoyable.”  
“At times it has been challenging; I have at times questioned both my choice of degree and 
my Aboriginal heritage”.  
While Samantha’s experience at university has been defined by academic achievement 




challenging; I have at times questioned both my choice in degree and my Aboriginal heritage. 
However it has taught me resilience and courage to believe in myself and the things that I can 
achieve.” In relation to her degree, Samantha decided against pursuing veterinary medicine 
and opted to instead focus on animal science having developed a keen interest in research she 
decided a more generalist degree would be of benefit.  
However, when it came to her Aboriginal identity, her narrative and reflections 
highlighted a more complex story. Samantha says: “Growing up, we were always encouraged 
not to identify [as Indigenous]. We lived in a town that was very racist, and it still is today.” 
Her Indigenous father, having lived in this social context for most of his life, felt it best that his 
family not speak publicly about their Aboriginality for fear of being discriminated against or 
treated unfairly:  
Because of where we lived, my dad, he would never say boo to anybody about being 
Indigenous. There is a lot of violence that happens and it's a very – I think it's like an 
outdated mentality towards Indigenous people. So, I grew up not – I don't know – not 
saying anything to people about being Indigenous and it was only until I got to year 12 
that I actually identified – two months before I finished high school. 
Despite this, university was a turning point for Samantha in terms of the way she thought about 
her Aboriginality. Growing up being encouraged to hide her Indigenous identity, university 
supported her to embrace it:  
For me, I felt like I could choose to be a completely different person if I wanted to. It 
might sound weird but I got to realise there were so many ways to be Indigenous. So, I 
think culturally – yeah, [the Indigenous centre] gave me something to be a part of and I 
was welcomed, and they weren’t like, show me how black you are and we'll let you in 





In turn, this has had a positive impact on her family – particularly her father. Because of her 
confidence and new sense of pride in her Indigenous identity, her father’s attitude has begun to 
shift considerably:  
Because of me, Dad’s also proud of who he is. Now, he’s starting to actually be like, 
“Well, actually,” to somebody, “I am Aboriginal.” I mean, he’s having that 
conversation now and then he's also very proud. He’s immensely proud and he’ll 
vocalise that a lot more now, whereas previously he would just keep it to himself and 
that would be that. 
For Samantha, the Indigenous centre was crucial in developing a sense of belonging at 
university and a way in which she could embrace her Indigeneity. The positive impact of that 
extended beyond the individual to her family also.  
 
“You've gone to the white side.” 
While Samantha’s immediate family have always been supportive her educational 
journey throughout schooling and then through university, some members of her extended 
family have been critical of her endeavours: 
I have noticed in my extended family that there’s a little bit of resentment actually. I get 
a little bit of, “Oh, what are you going and doing white fellow stuff? You're not black. 
You've gone to the white side.” And they won’t always want to engage with me 
because of it, and so it’s a really difficult thing to try to balance. I mean, what do you 
say to people?  
For Samantha, being successful at university was something members of her family had 
difficulty in understanding. Furthermore, it was explicitly identified as being something only 
for white people. Because of this attitude, Samantha would avoid discussions about university 




Each year I ended up in the top 2% of undergrad students at [the University] but going 
out to the family, I won’t say a word about that, because they’ll just shun me even more 
because of it. I just say, “Look, I'm at uni. This is what I’m doing. How was your day?” 
and move onto the next topic. 
Despite this, Samantha maintains a strong sense of purpose in her engagement with university 
studies. Her reflections also demonstrate a deep appreciation for the pursuit of knowledge 
beyond purely seeking employment following graduation:  
I see myself continually striving to be the best that I can be. I can see myself in a place 
of continual learning and education, and I think that that will most probably be in 
research and/or public health. It is a modification of what I was striving for when I 
finished high school, but I think that could be due to the fact that university has 
provided me with broader options and the ability to tailor my education to my passions. 
 
 The most significant challenge that Samantha has faced in undertaking university 
studies have related to her Indigenous identity. While gradually finding a sense of belonging 
through the Indigenous centre and experiencing a positive affirmation of her Indigeneity – a 
stark contrast to her upbringing – Samantha now negotiates some members of her family who 
reinforce the notion that to engage with university is to engage with whiteness and a desire to 
be white. Despite these tensions, she has continued to achieve academically and have a positive 
impact on her immediate family and their relationship to their cultural identity. University also 
provided Samantha with greater clarity as to where she sees herself in the future. While her 
ambitions have changed over time, she understands the importance of following her passionate 
thirst for learning. 
 
Graham’s Narrative  
 
 “My dad always told me ever since finishing primary school, ‘make sure you go through 





Graham relocated interstate to Perth to study at the University. Having just completed 
his first year of biomedical sciences, he is progressing well through his studies. Before taking 
up full-time studies, Graham took time to travel South East Asia and the South Pacific as a 
Youth Worker: “I loved having the opportunity to work alongside people from all over the 
world, particularly Indigenous youth in remote communities.”  
 Following six months of community development work, Graham entered university 
through the Indigenous enabling program before transitioning into his current degree of study. 
His family, particularly his father, was a clear motivator for his decision to take up university 
studies: 
So, on my dad's side of the family, they grew up really strict and conservative. My dad 
and all of his brothers finished year 12 and went on to do degrees. Some of them have 
done their PhDs too. My dad always told me ever since finishing primary school,  
“make sure you go through high school and go straight to uni. Don't just muck around.” 
So, I've always had him nagging in my ear [laughs].  
 
His father’s influence remains a strong encouragement for Graham to succeed at 
university:  
To this day he says,  “How are your grades?” or,  “What are you doing today at uni?” 
and stuff like that. It's always about uni. For example, if I ask for money, it has to be 
uni related. So,  “Oh, Dad, do you have any money for a laptop?” or something like 
that. If I say,  “Can I have money for a holiday?” he's like,  “Oh, is it to do with the 
uni?” It's all about my education. 
 
“University has been a breeze” 
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In reflecting on his progress thus far, Graham believes “university has been a breeze”. 
In thinking about what has made it a smooth journey so far he says: “I say this because I have 
a great support network here that allows me to achieve good grades within my units. Although 
I find a few of my units somewhat boring, I tend to do my best and achieve the get the best 
mark possible.”  
Graham is also grateful for being able to study at university for the various 
opportunities that present themselves:  
It has allowed me to discover a bunch of extra-curricular things that are interesting. 
Like, I applied to study overseas next year and was accepted. I just want to go to see 
how other universities work, how other students are because I'm just limited to 
Australians and Indigenous people. It would be good to see and experience other things. 
When asked if he would have always pursued this opportunity, Graham reflected on the fact 
that without the support of the university he would have been unlikely to pursue such an 
extended period away from his family, friends or Church/community organisations he has 
travelled with previously: Nah, I wouldn’t have gone I don’t think. I wouldn’t have had the 
confidence to do it.” 
“I enjoy just being able to go into depth and think differently about things. Critical thinking 
has changed me I think.” 
Such experiences at university have meant that Graham has reconsidered his approach 
to his education: “Before attending university, I only wanted to do one degree and get out go 
here. However, I am now studying a double degree and look forward to graduating and 
extending my studies onto a PhD.” Furthermore, he has gained a more intrinsic appreciation 
for studying at university, beyond his family’s expectations or career ambitions:  
I enjoy just being able to go into depth and think differently about things. Critical 




I’m actually determining what I think and feel about things. And if it’s against what 
they’re staying, I’ll still keep that thought, because it is my individual thought.  
 
 
 Graham’s motivation to be at university emerges strongly from his family’s desire to 
see him obtain a university degree. Since finishing primary school, Graham has been made 
well aware of this expectation. While this has not hindered his educational journey, what is 
evident in his story is a shifting motivation from one that is extrinsic, towards one that is more 
intrinsically driven. While he has made the most of his university journey thus far, Graham has 





“Studying has had a monumentally positive impact on my life” 
 
 Fredrick dropped out of high school before enrolling for a short time at a vocational 
college. Having not enjoyed vocational training, Fredrick ceased studies and became 
unemployed living at home with his mother. Reflecting on this time, Fredrick says: “I felt as if 
I was in a bit of a rut, I was lacking motivation and direction towards my future aspirations.” 
However, Fredrick’s mother was instrumental in encouraging him to enrol at university: “my 
enrolment at [the University] was primarily the result of my mother as I would not have taken 
that step alone.” Entering into university through the Indigenous enabling program, Fredrick 
found the preparation pathway a solid foundation for his future studies: “[the Indigenous 
enabling course] was a good starting point for my engagement with university, it both enabled 
me to learn the skills I need to succeed and allowed me to adjust to university life.”  
 




 Now well into his undergraduate program, Fredrick identified three significant changes 
that came as a result of his time at university. The first was centred on academic achievement: 
“My successful completion of my first year was a key moment for me – as I feel this was quite 
the hurdle.” The second related to the overall positive impact university has had on his life 
outside of the educational context:  
Studying has had a monumentally positive impact on my life. I have the confidence and 
the desire to succeed and achieve in all facets of my life. This is a huge difference to 
being the super shy gamer who struggled to leave his room. I used to fear social 
interaction and being outside and around too many people. I was quite meek and didn’t 
want to talk to people. And didn’t want to stand up ever for myself. But now here I am 
taking up internships interstate, I’m in a good relationship… [laughs] And yeah, it’s 
just – I’m stronger as a person now. 
 
“All of this, I think, is not to be confused with simply being a matter of maturity alone” 
Interestingly, reflecting on this, Fredrick differentiates between growing maturity and 
the types of changes he experiences at university:  
All of this, I think, is not to be confused with simply being a matter of maturity alone, 
as I firmly believe the maturing I've experienced alongside university is unique to that 
of elsewhere […] The future I see now is very different to what I wanted before. This is 
a perspective I have developed from studying at university, whereas prior to my 
education, I felt the complete opposite.     
  
Peer support relationships were also key for Fredrick:  
the support from the other students at [the Indigenous centre] is what got me through. I 




have much family support and stuff, they're still coming here. Yeah, I think that's what I 
noticed the most – their determination was so good to see. 
 
While new friendships were formed amongst the student cohort, Fredrick’s experiences 
at university changed some of the friendships he held prior to undertaking university studies: 
“a lot of the conversations I have now with my old friends get me bored really easily. I don’t 
know if that’s just me, but yeah, so like a lot of the mundane conversations that they enjoy 
having, I kind of just zone out now.” Reflecting on current relationships Fredrick reflected on 
how he now approaches new friendships: “I’m very selective about who I hang out with and – 
because there’s such a diverse range of people here in the university community – I can kind of 
choose who I want to be around a bit more.” 
 Before commencing university studies, Fredrick lacked confidence and struggled with 
social anxiety. Encouraged by his mother to take up studies, his university journey has had a 
significant impact on his sense of purpose and direction. In a matter of a few years, his 
experiences at university have meant that no longer is he a painfully shy person, but is one 
thriving not only at university but in life more broadly. The support of peers was crucial in this 
and while previous friendships have changed, newer relationships have been fulfilling for 
Fredrick. Interestingly, Fredrick reflects critically on the changes he has experienced as a 
university student and dismisses these as being simply a matter of maturity. He is adamant that 
engaging with university learning was pivotal to his personal growth and personal change. He 
now looks forward to graduation and potential employment with his an organisation he is 










Michael is a first-year creative media student, pursuing his passionate interest in film 
and gaming. Having a high rate of absenteeism in high school, Michael was placed in an in-
school program that sought to encourage students to exit school early by obtaining 
employment.  Reflecting back on this, Michael says:  
At the time I did not have a lot of confidence in myself and was not comfortable job 
searching, so my attendance in that program dropped and one day I stopped going all 
together. I think I also had a very negative view of the education system so I wasn’t 
keen on participating anyway.  
After leaving school Michael came to understand that throughout the latter parts of secondary 
school he was battling depression: “I wasn't aware of it at the time but I was pretty depressed. 
I didn’t want to leave the house and so I stayed home from school most days, just helping 
babysit my younger siblings and playing video games.”  
 
Michael eventually gained employment, working for a mining contractor after 
completing a 5-week pre-employment program: “it was a standard cleaning job, but the 
management and conditions were very unprofessional and I quit the next year.” This prompted 
Michael to apply for university.  
 
“From the beginning, I had little confidence” 
Encouraged by a family member working at the university, Michael applied for the 
Indigenous enabling program. While successfully gaining entry to the program, Michael was 
uncertain about his ability to succeed: “Starting [the Indigenous enabling course], I had been 
out of study for more than 5 years, and I had felt that the level of education I obtained was not 
at the level expected of a university.” Because of this, Michael believed that a second attempt 
at the course would benefit him, to provide him the space and time to catch up on learning 




would use my first attempt at [the Indigenous enabling course] as a sort of “practice round”, 
to learn what I could to succeed on a second attempt at the course; thanks to this idea I hadn't 
fully committed myself to my studies.” Despite this, Michael achieved solid results in the 
enabling program receiving positive feedback from the academic staff: “To my surprise, my 
performance was praised at a few points throughout the semester (I still feel they were just 
being nice), and when I did use effort in my assignments my results were pretty high.”  
 
“I'm getting there” 
 Evident in Michael’s narrative is an initial lack of confidence in his academic abilities 
that appear to stem from a secondary education disrupted by mental health issues. Despite this, 
Michael successfully completed the Indigenous enabling program and has, thus far, 
transitioned well into undergraduate studies: “The transition from [the Indigenous enabling 
course] to undergrad has been fairly smooth. It is a lot more independent learning and I suck a 
being independent, but I'm getting there.” Encouragingly, Michael can see improvement in his 
academic work at university: “looking back at my assignments I've come a long way. I can see 
a big difference between assignments I submitted then and the work I’m handing in now.” 
Despite this improvement, Michael recognises further room for improvement: “My goal for my 
future at university is to fully commit myself to my studies; to make time and start assignments 
weeks in advance.” The longer term goal, however, remains unclear: “I don't have a clear goal 
in life just yet, but there are many interests I have developed since starting university that I 
would love to explore and if my degree doesn't take me where I hope it will, just having that 
level of education will allow me to pursue other interests in life." 
 
“My sister […] makes sure I’m staying on track with things” 
 
 For Michael, family was important in supporting him to embark on university studies. 
Throughout his studies thus far, his older sister and younger brother have been key supports: 
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“having my sister work at the university helps a lot. She gives me a ride to uni and makes sure 
I’m staying on track with things. Also, studying with my younger brother means that I have a 
study buddy, someone who can keep me accountable. Despite this, there are some tensions in 
the family relating to Michael’s engagement with university: “You then have, as well, a 
negative side where it's like, ‘What, you too good for us now?’. And it comes across even when 
you disagree with something that's happening within your family, or with someone in your 
family, and you try to explain why you disagree, and then they take it like, ‘Oh, you're just 
talking that uni talk.’ They take it as if you're talking down to them or something when really, 
you're just trying to be articulate and clear.” Michael was also frustrated by some members of 
his family who he felt did not understand the opportunities a university education could 
provide: “Some just don't get the impact it will make and yeah, so that's - it's annoying. They 
see it as just an extra stressor and I often get asked, ‘Why don't you just stop if it's too much for 
you?’. While likely coming from a place of care, Michael felt as though this attitude was 
largely unhelpful. 
A disrupted secondary education and a culture of low expectations within the schooling 
system, led Michael to believe that he was incapable of studying at university. Before 
commencing university, and even once enrolled, Michael found it difficult to believe that he 
had the potential to succeed at university. A supportive immediate family was key for Michael 
in helping him to negotiate some of the more negative attitudes he faced from his extended 
family. Evident also in Michael’s narrative is the sense that he is ‘getting there’; that despite 
initially having a low self-belief he is managing to progress with his studies. While recognising 
areas for improvement, Michael is more confident in his abilities to achieve at university. 
While not articulated a clear vision beyond graduation, Michael believes that pursuing further 






 “I was advised against doing ATAR level subjects, but chose to do them anyway” 
 
 John grew up in rural Western Australia and relocated to Perth to undertake university 
studies. Despite the distance, John always had a clear ambition to go to university. Against the 
advice of his year coordinator, John decided to undertake ATAR level classes in high school. 
Having had an older sibling already in university, John was well aware of the alternative 
pathways available to him should he not achieve the ATAR result required to gain direct entry 
into university. More than anything, his decision to undertake ATAR subjects was driven by 
his wish to study surrounded by other students eager to learn: “When it came to choosing 
classes for year 11 I was advised against doing ATAR level subjects, but chose to do them 
anyway because I wanted to be in classes that had people that wanted to be there.” While John 
did graduate from high school, he did not achieve the required entrance score to gain direct 
entrance into university: “I graduated but I didn't get the results required to get straight 
university, but I already knew that didn't mean I can't go to university.” Following a gap year 
working, John was accepted into the Indigenous enabling program.  Upon successful 
completion, John took up an undergraduate course in environmental conservation.  
 
“Going to university has allowed me to see in myself that I capable of doing a lot more” 
In reflecting on his time at university thus far, John considered that going to university 
was “one of the best things I have ever chosen to do.” Furthermore, he felt that “going to 
university has allowed me to see in myself that I capable of doing a lot more if only I work 
hard at it.” This has subsequently led to changing goals at and beyond university: 
I originally wanted to come to university to get a degree that would help me get a job as 
a fisheries officer, but since doing [the Indigenous enabling program] I saw that I was 




I tried I could go into postgraduate studies and do something a bit more interesting […] 
last semester I had a similar thought, which was that I could have the potential of even 
doing a PhD. 
 
In thinking about his future, John believes that having a university education will improve 
opportunities following graduation: “without university I just know that things would have 
been […] I see myself doing a lot more and having a lot more opportunities because of the 
backing from tertiary education.” While John has a long-term goal of specialising in tropical 
marine ecology, he is pragmatic about the journey ahead of him: “I am on the right track, 
however, I do need to keep working hard towards it. My biggest problem though, will be trying 
to keep motivated for all the years to come.”  
 
 John’s clear ambition to study at university has ensured that, despite some obstacles, he 
is well on his well to realising his educational and career ambitions. His determination and the 
support from his older sibling has been integral to his strong progress thus far. His time at 
university has not only given him greater confidence and ambition, he has also developed a 
strong but realistic sense of his own capabilities. In the future, he hopes to use the skills he 
acquires at university to rehabilitate coral reef ecosystems.  
 
Sara’s Narrative 
“Stand out to me is the friendships I've made, they will last a life time” 
Sara, a current first year nursing student, graduated Year 12 unsure of whether she 
would enter the workforce or continue further study. Despite this uncertainty, Sara was always 
interested in higher education: “I always wanted to attend university, but I was not sure of 
what I’d like to study.” Having completed a Certificate III in Business Administration, Sara 




the birthing suite during the delivery of her niece, she developed a keen interested in nursing 
and midwifery: “watching my sister-in-law give birth made me fall in love with the job of a 
midwife.” Driven by this motivation, Sara relocated closer to the University’s regional campus 
to study nursing. Sara gained entry through the Special Tertiary Admissions Test (STAT). 
While only beginning her university journey, Sara has enjoyed her journey so far: “I've 
enjoyed my journey so far, it's defiantly [sic] the hardest thing I've ever done in my life. 
Leaving my home, family and friends to study but it's all been worth it! Also, its great doing 
something I love and am passionate about.” For Sara, what has been most significant about her 
time at university has been the relationships formed: “the stand out thing for me is the 
friendships I've made, they will last a life time.” Looking ahead to the future, Sara says: “I 
want to finish my nursing degree, get into a graduate program and undertake postgraduate 
studies in maternal health. Ultimately I’d love to move to work in rural Western Australia or 




“As a young Noongar man, I didn’t believe or had never thought of going to university” 
 
 Carey is a first-year environmental conservation student who gained entry to 
undergraduate studies through the Indigenous enabling program. On his first attempt at 
entering the program he was recommended by academic staff to an adult education program 
that would address particular gaps in his academic skills before he could be accepted into the 
program, while this initially felt like rejection, Carey saw the benefit in hindsight:  
I had applied for [the Indigenous enabling program] in the past but wasn’t accepted into 
the program directly […] Though at the time I thought I was getting pushed back from 
where I wanted to be, I realized at the completion of my TAFE course that studying 




university study. I also got to meet teachers and support workers pushed me and 
showed me that I can do anything if I put the time and dedication in. 
  
Studying for Carey gave him some direction and purpose: “My life before studying was a mess. 
As a young Noongar man, I didn’t believe or had never thought of going to university as I was 
just expected to leave school and get a job.” However, his mother’s encouragement led to him 
apply for university.  
 
“The people I’ve met at university is one of the main reasons the journey through university 
has been as enjoyable as it is” 
 
Relationships formed at university were important for Carey: “The people I’ve met at 
university is one of the main reasons the journey through university has been as enjoyable as it 
is.” Being around other Indigenous students on their own journeys has also been important for 
Carey who notes, before studying at university, “I didn’t know of many Indigenous people who 
had attended university.” The Indigenous centre and its support programs were also key: “Just 
knowing I have the support I do such as Indigenous Tutorial Assistance Scheme, the IT lab and 
the Centre more generally has always been so good to have.” 
 
“University has taught me is to be accepting of other peoples’ opinions” 
 Aside from the relationships formed at, and the support of, the university, Carey was 
grateful for the new critical thinking, critical listening and academic argument skills that he 
developed since starting his university journey:  
One thing that university has taught me is to be accepting of other peoples’ opinions. 
Before university I wouldn't accept anything I didn't agree with. Now I can happily 
accept other peoples’ opinions if they have the evidence and argument to back it up. 
Because of that I can still have my opinion without sounding rude or obnoxious like I 
did before. 
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After completing university, Carey would like a career that is fulfilling, he says: “after 
university I would like a good job, not necessarily a job that offers big money ,but a job that I 
will feel happy doing and feel good waking up to do each morning.”   
Despite not knowing other Indigenous university students or graduates, the support of 
Carey’s mother saw him embark on what has been, so far, a rewarding journey. His 
determination to pursue further education is evidenced by his overcoming initial rejection by 
the university. Such persistence has been crucial, along with the support of his peers and 
university staff. While Carey is still a long way from completing his degree, his narrative 
highlights a sense of appreciation for what the university has done for his sense of self and 
broader aspects of his life.  
Brady’s Narrative: 
“Both of my parents really pushed and motivated me to attend University as neither of 
their parents pushed them to and they wish they did.” 
Brady gained direct entry to engineering as a school-leaver through the ATAR 
pathway. While determined to study at university he was unsure of what degree he would like 
to pursue:  
I had no idea what course I wanted to study. I spent countless days and weeks trying to 
balance course searching for University and ATAR study for High School. I was 
deciding between either a Physical Education Teacher or a Mathematics Teacher but 
neither of them really jumped out at me. Until one day I discovered Engineering. 
His family was crucial to his success at high school: “both of my parents really pushed and 
motivated me to attend University as neither of their parents pushed them to and they wish they 




study at university. From the beginning of his university journey, Brady set clear goals in 
approaching his first year of study:  
Upon arriving at [the] University I made it my goal to attend all classes, study where I 
can and submit all assessments on time and to a high standard. Since I came straight 
from High School it was a big jump to University as you are required to work and study 
independently without teachers telling you to do so. I adapted quite well to this change 
as I am an independent person and study well independently.  
 
“Although I am an independent person I would love to be able to study or with a group of 
friends.” 
 
 However, for Brady, forming new relationships at university was his biggest challenge: 
“one thing I have found hard about university is not knowing many other students that are in 
my classes or that attend the same University. Although I am an independent person I would 
love to be able to study or with a group of friends.” While enjoying studying in the library and 
the Indigenous centre, Brady refers to himself as an introverted person who struggles to make 
new friends quickly: “But as I am an introverted person by nature I find it hard to make 
friends but I have been improving since the start of the year. This does marginalise me when it 
comes to group assignments or group labs.” Despite these concerns, he remains confident he 
can address this and improve as he progresses through his degree.  
 
“I want to have a job that makes a difference in the world and is filled with good people.” 
 In the future, Brady hopes to work in a career that he enjoys and “makes a difference in 
the world and is filled with good people.” Having taken up an internships with a mining company 
he hopes this eventuates into longer term employment. Beyond study and employment Brady’s 




I am travelling to Europe but after that I hope to travel all around Asia, then North 
America and hopefully South America and Africa after that. I am currently saving for a 
house, even though it is only a minimal amount at the moment it is a start and I hope to 
build a vibrant and inviting home. Family is everything to me, I would love to start a 
family that will motivate me to be the best person I can be so I am able to provide for 




Brady’s journey into university follows a path typical of most school leavers. As such, 
his narrative is one that differs to many of the other participants in this study. His family 
actively encouraged his pursuit of higher education and while he did not have a clear idea of 
where his university journey may take him, Brady entered into university confident in his 
academic abilities. Despite having difficulty in making friends at university, he remains 
focused on working towards completion and beyond. While he transitions into his third year of 
study, Brady is an interesting case in that there is little in his narrative that suggests university 
has significantly changed him in any way. In drawing this conclusion though, it must be noted 
that his written narrative was the sole data source relating to his educational journey, and while 
further follow-up was sought, he was not available for either the focus group or interview 
stages of the study.  
 
 
Sally’s Narrative:  
 
“I use to work with university students and looked up to them, I thought they were so 
smart and lucky.” 
 
 While having enjoyed working in hospitality prior to taking up university studies, Sally 
realised after a few years that it was not a career she found fulfilling. In reflecting on this she 




wanted to do for the rest of my life. It was not my passion, and I wanted to become someone 
better, someone who could inspire others in the future.” Having worked alongside university 
students in her hospitality roles, Sally was inspired to seek out further studies: “I use to work 
with university students and looked up to them, I thought they were so smart and lucky.” While 
Sally initially thought university was not something she could aspire to, finding out about an 
alternative pathway gave her the confidence to apply: “I believed that I could never be a 
university student, until I did a bit of research and found the [Indigenous enabling program] at 
[the University], the staff there were so supportive and they really made me feel as though I 
could do anything.” The support Sally received from the university was encouraging for her: 
“I don't think I have ever felt so much support by anyone in my whole life!  
Currently in her first year of study, Sally is enjoying her university journey so far. A 
key part of Sally’s reflections focused on her academic achievement. While appreciating the 
skills gained through the Indigenous enabling program, Sally spoke most enthusiastically about 
her academic achievements since being at university:  
Key moments have been me doing really well in an oral presentation, I got a 9.5/10 for 
it. I also got a 23/25 on my statistical data analysis test. These are key moments for me 
because they prove to me that I do have potential even though I have had a very poor 
education growing up.  
This academic success gave her confidence to engage fully with university studies: “I can now 
overcome my fears of not being good enough for university.” Looking toward the future, Sally 









Katie first attempt at university, in 1997, was interrupted by the need to take over her 
father’s auto-mechanic business after he had a heart attack. Working for her father’s business 
meant that Katie was able to earn a good living which led her away from wanting to undertake 
university studies. After taking over the running of her father’s workshop, Katie met her 
current partner and after being together for four years gave birth to their first child: By the time 
I was 21, I had met someone and settled down, I was earning money and wasn’t interested in 
becoming a poor student again. I became a mum at 24, moved around the country every year 
for the next 6 years as my partner was an opening manager for a large retail company. Having 
a large family was always something Katie and her partner wanted, however, sadly these plans 
were never realised: “Our second son was stillborn, and I found out that we could no longer 
have children, which devastated us both as we wanted a big family.” 
As her partner continued to work, Katie stayed home to raise her son. As he entered 
into high school she felt as though it was time to take a different direction in life and sought to 
again enrol at university:  
I stayed home to raise my first son, as was always planned, and when he started high 
school 2 years ago I hit a crossroads. I wanted to fill my life with something 
meaningful, where my plans for family had left a big hole. I decided to go back to 
university, but not just for any one reason. It was a culmination of things really.  
 
“Having always been home, my son and partner have had a lot of trouble adjusting to me 
being too busy for some parts of our life” 
 
Reengaging with university studies was difficult not only for Katie but also her family:  
It has been hard. No sugar coating it really. I’m a bit of a perfectionist, which takes 




always been home, my son and partner have had a lot of trouble adjusting to me being 
too busy for some parts of our life.  
This in turn has had a significant impact on Katie. For many years, Katie has been the support 
to both her son and partner, however, her decision to pursue further studies has made her often 
question her decision to recommence her degree: “I struggle with this, as my instinct is to 
always be where the family needs me, doing what they need me to do. This has caused a level 
of stress that often makes me rethink my decision.” Despite this, Katie believes that what she 
has learnt since being at university and her sense of achievement since beginning her studies 
has kept her going:  
Despite feeling like sometimes I’ve made the wrong decision, I have loved learning all 
this new stuff. I have done well in my first year, which I’m proud of – even if I have 
trouble showing it and acknowledging that I’m going well. This keeps the scales tipped 
in favour of sticking with my studies, that sense of achievement and worth. 
 
“There is a lot of pressure to do it all these days” 
Nevertheless, in navigating the tension between study and home life, Katie has been made to 
reflect on the broader societal discourse that places additional pressures on parents choosing to 
engage with higher education after having children:  
It presents a bit of a contradiction to me, as I think society places too high a value on 
what we can do to contribute in our working lives while devaluing the contribution of 
parenting to society. There is a lot of pressure to do it all these days, and I try very hard 
not to have that as an influence on what I am choosing to do as I don’t believe we 
should be forcing ourselves into that lifestyle. It should always be a choice, and we 
should be respected no matter the contribution we choose to make.  
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From the outset, Katie entered into university with no clear ambition post-graduation. 
However, she is content with following her developing passions in the field of biomedical 
science:  
I enrolled not knowing exactly where I wanted to go […] I have a couple of areas of 
interest that I seem drawn to, so I followed one of those paths. I find disease - all 
aspects, from virus mutation, to outbreak control, to specific population immunity or 
susceptibility - fascinating and interesting. I’ve also been drawn to the effect of 
introduced diseases to indigenous populations in particular. I don’t know where it could 
lead, at least not yet anyway.  
While Katie hopes to pursue this passion in a professional context, she believes her age is a 
barrier to this. However, she is excited by the idea of sharing her knowledge with young people 
in the future:  
I definitely would love to travel around and study different populations and the 
pathogens, viruses and immune responses that have all developed around the world. I 
may be a little old by the time I graduate though, so I could be just as happy trying to 
pass on my enthusiasm to a younger generation somehow, in the hopes they cure some 
exotic viral outbreak someday! 
Toni’s Narrative:  
“I was making a lot of money, however I wasn't challenging myself.” 
After completing high school, Toni took up employment with a major resources 
company as an administrative trainee in the North West of Western Australia. While she was 
receiving a good income, she felt as though she wasn’t being pushed enough. The daughter of a 
high achieving mother and the youngest of four successful siblings, Toni always wanted to 




I wasn't challenging myself. University was a pathway that I always wanted to achieve 
however I didn't have the grades for direct entry.” After undertaking an enabling program, 
Toni gained entrance into an animal science degree with the intent of transitioning into 
veterinary studies: “My goal was to become like doctor do-little! I wanted to be a vet working 
in the rural and remote communities, saving an animals lives.” However, having undertaken a 
year of studies in her animal science program, Toni felt that it was not the pathway for her. 
After considering a few different majors, Toni settled on environmental management and 
sustainability.  
Despite this change, her journey through university has not been an easy one. Juggling 
full-time work with her studies and then becoming pregnant a semester prior to completion has 
meant that Toni has had to slow down her progress as she reaches the end of her degree: “I 
have had a lot of struggles whilst at uni, failing some units several times. I was also working 
and then I became pregnant – which was great but it meant study kind of took a back seat.”  
 
“Having the support of an amazing [Indigenous] centre encourages me to take on a 
postgraduate degree knowing that I have a lot of support and love behind me.” 
 
 
Despite this, Toni reflects on the importance of the Indigenous centre in supporting her 
throughout her studies:  
I have always had the support from the Indigenous centre and that has pushed me 
through my journey at university. I only have one unit left to do before I graduate. But 
because of the support I have been given from the Indigenous centre staff and tutors I 
have been able to get this far. 
 
After completing her undergraduate degree, Toni is interested in pursuing further studies: “I 




think this will challenge me but support me in my future endeavours as an environmental 
scientist.  
The Indigenous centre was pivotal in encouraging Toni to pursue her ambitions:  
 
having the support of an amazing centre encourages me to take on a postgraduate 
degree knowing that I have a lot of support and love behind me. I have never had others 
in the university recommend that I go into further studies. It has only been my family 
and [the Indigenous centre has] encouraged me to push through and make my mark on 
this world. 
Having worked in community engagement alongside her studies, Toni is optimistic that there 
will likely be a number of career pathways she can pursue. She is excited to complete her final 
subject before considering where her journey will take her next.  
 
Brenda’s Narrative: 
 “Having spent ten years in the same role, I was happy to try something new and study 
was the way to get there.” 
 
 Brenda is a final year engineering student. Having worked in the mining industry 
previously, she was motivated to pursue further studies in order to transition into a new, more 
technically challenging role: “Having spent ten years in the same role, I was happy to try 
something new and study was the way to get there.” Reflecting on her university journey thus 
far, Brenda believes that her key moments have come where she has been challenged to think 
differently about the way she perceives the world around her:  
Key moments have been more focused on intellectual learning and insight into myself 
and the viewpoints I held prior to tertiary education and now how my understandings 
and perspectives on a lot of life in general have changed […] I now have an openness to 





For Brenda, this was catalysed by:  
new learnings and exposures to environments where I really feel out of my comfort 
zone. I feel that the constant challenging is shaping me into a broader minded person. I 
have grown as a person and am so grateful for the insight and perspective that coming 
to uni has allowed me to have. 
Throughout her degree, Brenda has formed a strong relationship with a new employer in the 
mining industry that has supported her throughout her entire journey. Because of this, she now 
sees a future where she has a “comfortable job and comfortable life” where she will have the 
capacity to “engage more with other people looking to experience the same things I have since 
starting university.” 
 
Brianna’s Narrative:  
 
“I just decided I wanted a new career one more fulfilling and something I loved.” 
 
 Brianna is a second-year exercise science student. For a number of years, she travelled 
around the east coast of Australia undertaking various short-term contract roles, before returning 
to her home state of Western Australia to raise her young son. Brianna was determined to take 
up university studies in order to find a more rewarding and secure career: “I just decided I wanted 
a new career, to pursue a different direction, one more fulfilling and something I loved.” To do 
so, Brianna enrolled in a regional campus of the University to enable her to undertake studies 
while being close to her child’s day care.  
Reflecting on her journey, Brianna highlights the important role of the Indigenous centre 
in supporting her through her studies: “My journey has had its ups and down  but the thing that 
stood out the most would be the amazing amount of support available at [the Indigenous centre], 
where the staff really care about you! They definitely go above and beyond, they feel like a 




individual: “Studying has definitely made me reassess things in my life and their importance.  I 
feel like I have gained a lot from my university experience. For the future, she seeks to 
complete her degree and go on to do a graduate diploma with a view to helping people with 
injuries or the elderly: this is still the same as when I first started, I just have a more clear 
understanding of what is required to get there.” 
 
Narrative Themes   
 The narratives contained within this chapter represent the rich diversity of experiences 
that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students encounter in their engagement with higher 
education. While each story is unique, across these 19 storylines, three themes emerged about 
the participants’ experiences at university, with each theme supported by one or more 
subtheme. These are presented in Table 4.  
 
Table 4 
Themes and Sub-Themes from Participant Narratives 
Themes Sub-Theme/Descriptor 
1.  Perceived development of self-
efficacy 
Development of persistence through supportive relationships  
  Development of confidence through sense of accomplishment 
and success 
   
Increasing perception of self-worth and personal wellbeing 
    
2. Navigating family perceptions, 
expectations and relationships 
Importance of family support  
  Negotiating families’ (mis)understandings and 
(mis)perceptions on the opportunities and risks of studying at 
university  
    
3. Affirming cultural identity Strengthening of student relationships to their Indigenous 
cultural identities 
 
The remainder of this chapter will elaborate on the key themes and subthemes outlined in the 
Table 5 above.  
143 
Theme 1: Perceived development of self-efficacy 
The most significant theme emerging from the students’ narratives related to the 
participants’ perception that their engagement with higher education had led to the 
development of a strong sense of self-efficacy and persistence. Within this overarching theme, 
three sub-themes were identified across the 19 student narratives. The first relates to the 
development of persistence through supportive relationships and social modelling. The second, 
pertains to the growing self-confidence students had through their sense of accomplishment 
and success at university. The final sub-theme focuses on the personal wellbeing and self-
worth that develops throughout the course of the participants’ university journey. 
Sub-theme: Development of persistence through supportive relationships 
Emergent across most of the student narratives was an emphasis on the centrality of 
supportive relationships to their university journeys. From the student narratives and focus group 
discussions, it was clear that new relationships formed at university were vital to their continued 
engagement with their studies, particularly the supportive relationships formed between the 
participants and other Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander university students. A number of the 
students explained there was a sense of ‘like-mindedness’ that underpinned many of these new 
relationships that they felt were enriching, rewarding and kept them on track in their degrees. 
For some, university was a catalyst for change in several of the relationships they held prior to 
commencing their studies.  
However, while relationships formed within the educational context were important to 
the students’ academic progress and sense of belonging at the university, new relationships were 
formed external to the university that further developed shifts in students that extended beyond 
their identities as learners.  Many older relationships changed and were, in hindsight, often points 
of self-reflection for the students. For some of the participants, people who they once associated 
closely with were now seen as living fixed or static lives. For others, such individuals were 
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defined as being negative influences to be moved away from. A key emergent theme across the 
data was the role of university learning and engagement with the university community in 
fostering changes to current relationships and the development of newer ones. The nuances of 
these findings will be captured in the data presented in the sub-themes below. 
 A key aspect of this sub-theme relates specifically to the relationships the participants 
formed with fellow students undertaking university studies. The importance of these peer 
relationships was evident across all areas of data collection. While Jasmine and Nadia pointed 
to a strong sense of camaraderie, support and mentorship, Fredrick emphasised the importance 
of peer relationships in building confidence and persistence. Tina, Carey, Declan and Michelle 
indicated that fellow students were a strong source of inspiration. The importance of peer-
relationships was also noted by Brady who expressed frustration at not having strong peer 
relationships to draw on while studying. Both Declan and Nadia, in their in-depth interviews, 
reflected on the impact that these peer relationships have had on them as people. While Declan 
reflected on the role of these peers in fostering the growth of his emotional intelligence, Nadia 
recognised that her peers were a unique source of strength and guidance.  
The development of new friendships often coincided with a critical reflection on the 
relationships that students held prior to their engagement with university studies. In some 
instances, this reflection led to the re-negotiation of these relationships on terms that were more 
favourable to the student. For others, university was seen as a catalyst for the ending of pre-
university relationships. Broadly speaking, all participants remarked on the positive relationships 
they formed, or were forming, while undertaking university studies. These positive relationships 
were sometimes a sharp contrast to their pre-university friendships. For example, Will felt many 
of his pre-university friends were ‘stuck in the same box.’ While for Declan, ending previous 
relationships with people he saw as unhealthy was rewarded by being able to find new 




relationships with people she now considered a being part of a ‘pretty bad crowd.’ While, for 
Michelle, she felt that throughout the course of her studies she learnt which relationships were 
no longer worth investing in. Furthermore, while Fredrick maintained some of his pre-university 
friendships, he was conscious of the fact that those friendships were less fulfilling than they were 
previously. 
In all three in-depth narrative interviews, the participants recounted stories where 
university had been a catalyst for change in their close personal relationships. Nadia was in the 
middle of a divorce from an abusive ex-husband. To extricate herself from that relationship she 
felt the confidence and skills gained from university study were pivotal. Michelle’s engagement 
with university also coincided with a breakdown in her marriage. She felt that her now ex-
husband was increasingly intimidated by her and had less in common with her the more she 
progressed through her degree. This was a significant contrast to her current partner who is 
highly supportive of her studies and career direction. This was reflected upon also by Declan 
who noted significant changes in the way he retrospectively understood his close relationships 
as a result of the new ones he formed at university.  
Therefore, relationships formed at university were important to the participants. A sense 
of belonging, like-mindedness and mutual support was reflected across many of the narratives. 
These newer relationships were often juxtaposed with previous relationships that were deemed 
problematic for various reasons and unhelpful in terms of supporting their ambitions to pursue 
further education. These relationships were often renegotiated and managed by the student 
participants to their benefit. The importance of supportive relationships to student persistence 
was evident across many of the student stories.  
 





In reflecting on their educational journeys thus far, the students were asked to consider 
what they saw as being pivotal moments throughout their studies. A commonality amongst 
many of the responses focused on the theme of academic achievement as being critical to the 
development of new-found confidence in undertaking university studies. While some students 
identified results within individual units of study, others identified key progress milestones, for 
example, finishing their first year or a full undergraduate semester. For all students who 
mentioned academic achievement as part of their narratives or focus group participation, 
receiving improved outcomes or strong results made students feel as though they belonged at 
university, were capable of success and able to persist with their studies.  
For Declan, passing units was a useful contrast to his previous attempts at university 
study, going from failing to progressing quite well. This was similarly the case for Sally who 
felt that receiving good grades gave her a strong sense of self-efficacy and helped allay fears 
based on what she perceived to be a poor educational history/background. For Will, steadily 
improving results meant that he felt more confident in his studies and allowed him to reflect on 
his gradual improvement as a student. As for Michelle, overcoming a difficult assessment 
enabled her to persist when things became challenging. The sense of accomplishment and 
achievement throughout her first year was what Katie felt kept her engaged with her studies.    
 
Sub-theme: Increasing perception of self-worth, maturity and personal wellbeing 
 Many of the student participants reflected positively on their sense of self-worth and 
personal wellbeing while undertaking university studies. Declan’s narrative perhaps best 
exemplified this. Throughout the telling of his story, Declan often alluded to battling mental 
health issues, including suicide ideation. However, coming to university presented him with a 
sense of purpose and fulfilment. He went from, in his terms, ‘hating’ himself, to being happy 
with who he had become and his new direction in life. Jasmine also felt that being at university 




Exposure to sociology gave her a new personal framework through which to think about 
herself and the world around her. It enabled her to gain a sense of control over her life and who 
she is as a person. Nadia also felt that university had positively impacted her health and 
wellbeing. The culture within the Indigenous centre, underpinned by intentional curriculum 
interventions that were responsive to the diverse learning needs in the Indigenous enabling 
program, promoted a health positive message in terms of being proactive about mental and 
physical health to the point where she was routinely undertaking ‘mental health checks’ to self-
monitor her wellbeing. Similarly, Will reported that his family commented on a significant 
improvement in his mood.  
Students also perceived their engagement with university learning as making them 
more confident individuals. This was particularly the case where students were asked to 
collectively reflect on their life before university and the changes they noticed in retrospect. In 
doing this, many students articulated a sense of increased confidence and strength. Jasmine 
identified personal growth as the ‘biggest and the best’ impact in terms of her engagement with 
university studies. In explaining this, she emphasised the importance of being exposed to new 
ideas and concepts that challenged her to better understand her self-worth as an Aboriginal 
woman. While Michelle and Brenda both made direct connections between their sense of 
improved confidence and their engagement with university learning.  
In discussing these observations, students also recognised personal maturity as a key 
impact of their engagement with university. For example, in the focus groups, the students 
agreed that those who engage with university learning “became more mature” (Michael) and 
“matured …quicker than what they would have if they weren’t engaged in uni” (Will). This 
notion also resonated with Declan who explained “I feel like I’ve, like, grown mentally as well 
throughout university. Yeah, like I feel a lot more mature and make better choices and 





Theme 2: Navigating family perceptions, expectations and relationships 
Throughout most of the narratives, family was a prominent theme. Where discussions 
of family emerged in the students’ stories, there were two key subthemes that were evident. 
The first was the importance of family support to students’ engagement with their studies. 
Another related specifically to the perceptions that participants’ families held in relation to 
higher education and their understanding of the potential opportunities and risks associated 
with university study.  
 
Sub-theme: Importance of family support.  
For most of the students, there was a key member or members of their family who were 
critical to their persisting engagement with university studies. For Declan, while many in his 
family believed his life would fail to amount to much, it was his grandmother and father who 
were key influencers in his decision to commit to study. Tina had a highly supportive family 
that encouraged her to enter into university albeit in a way that she felt put into competition 
with her siblings. Graham’s well-educated family expected him to not only go to university but 
achieve strong academic progress. For him, it was a clear expectation that he would transition 
from secondary schooling into university. This is similarly the case for Samantha, John and 
Brady. Carey and Fredrick’s mothers were the main reason they sought entry into university. 
While for Michael, his sister and older brother kept him going when he lacked confidence to 
persist with his studies. For Nadia it was her children who were key motivators for her to 
pursue a university degree amidst a strained relationship with her broader family.  For some, 
like Michelle, it was a supportive partner who enabled her successful engagement with 





Sub-theme: Negotiating families’ (mis)understanding and (mis)perceptions on opportunities 
and risks of studying at university.  
Another key sub-theme from the students’ narratives relating to family was the sense 
that for some, their families misunderstood what university study offered in terms of potential 
opportunities to both current and graduating students.  Most of the participants in this study 
were students who were the first in their families to undertake university studies. Prior to 
completing their written narratives, students were asked to respond to a number of 
demographic questions, one of which asked: “what was the highest level of education your 
parent/guardian achieved?”. The results are outlined below in Table 6. 
 
Table 5  
Participants’ parental/guardian level of educational attainment  







Primary School 1 1 2 5.4% 
Years 8-10 8 8 16 43.2% 
Years 11-12 2 3 5 13.5% 
Cert IV – Advanced 
Diploma 
3 2 5 13.5% 
Bachelor Degree 4 3 7 18.9% 
Postgraduate Degree 1 1 2 5.4% 
Total 19 18 37 100% 
 
From the demographic data it is known that 24.3% of the participants’ parents were 
reported to have completed university studies at the undergraduate or postgraduate level. While 
13.5% had completed another tertiary level qualification (e.g. Certificate I to Advanced 
Diploma), the remaining 62.2% had completed secondary school or had exited formal 
education before that point. Based on this information it is reasonable to expect that the 
parents/guardians of the some of the participants may not have a comprehensive understanding 
of the tertiary education context, the future opportunities it creates, nor the diverse demands it 
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places on students. Some of this misperception and misunderstanding was captured in the 
student narratives.  
The choice to forego paid work through engagement with higher education ‘baffled’ 
Nadia’s family, while her ex-partner actively sought to derail her studies. For Michelle she felt 
as though her mother had no appreciation for the value of her university education to her in the 
present or indeed the future. Michael and Samantha both felt that some in their families were 
resentful of the fact they were undertaking university studies. For Samantha, her extended 
family felt this was ‘white fella stuff’ while Michael was confronted with family members who 
felt he had become too condescending and arrogant by ‘talking that uni talk’ when disagreeing 
with members of his own family – this was something Nadia experienced also. These kinds of 
tensions often led to a sense that the students were becoming distanced from some members of 
their family. While, to her family, Michelle felt as though she ‘didn’t exist anymore’. 
Despite this, some participants reflected on the fact that their engagement with 
university learning had positively changed the way their family thought about academia. A 
number of the participants felt that their university journeys had either increased the 
educational aspirations of their family members or positively shifted their family’s thinking 
about the importance or value of higher education. For example, Michelle’s father’s pride in 
realising she too would one day be walking across the stage to receive her testamur, Will’s 
younger family members now looking up to him as a role model, Declan’s younger cousins 
being inspired by his educational journey or Nadia’s children who now see university as a 
natural progression from secondary schooling.  
Encouragingly, many students reflected in their narratives on the positive impact that 
their university journey had had on their families.  Of particular significance was the 
phenomenon where some students’ growing confidence in identifying as Aboriginal and/or 




reluctant or dismissive of their own cultural identity. Michelle and Samantha’s fathers were 
strong examples of this. Both were always reluctant to identify as Aboriginal or Torres Strait 
Islander respectively, yet watching their daughters embrace their cultural identities through 
being involved in university study inspired a shift in the way they saw themselves and their 
relationship to Indigeneity.  
 
Theme 3: Affirming cultural identity 
This theme developed most prominently in the two focus group discussions with 
students in dialogue with one another. For most of the focus group participants, there was a 
sense that their studies at university had built their confidence in identifying as Aboriginal 
and/or Torres Strait Islander people. These conversations also revealed a range of negative 
perceptions and stigmas about identifying as Indigenous prior to the students’ engagement with 
university. While some of this negativity was identified as being from external societal or 
familial sources, there was a strong sense that such perceptions were also internalised by some 
of the students.  Emerging from the students’ narratives and focus group discussions was a 
clear shift in the way the students understood themselves as Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples. Family, friends, teachers, the media and the broader society significantly 
influenced the way they understood their cultural identities. While the students primarily 
reflected on the negative attitudes they were exposed to growing up, common across the 
narratives was a sense that being at university had made the students more comfortable in 
identifying as Indigenous. 
 
Subtheme: Strengthening of student relationships to their Indigenous cultural identities 
 
While Jasmine suffered racial abuse at the hands of her non-Indigenous father, coming 




thinking in terms of her own understanding about her cultural identity. Declan equated his 
Aboriginality to having a lack of intelligence because he had been told that being Aboriginal 
meant that he was inherently ‘dumb’. However, university significantly changed this 
perception as he became surrounded by like-minded, ambitious and intelligent Indigenous 
peers who were succeeding at university. Nadia had also internalised stereotypical narratives 
about her Aboriginality, believing that the extent of her ambitions would be living on welfare 
payments. Michael as a young Noongar man, also harboured these views believing that, he 
would not be capable of studying at university. However, being at university meant that she felt 
as though her cultural identity that was once ‘lost’, was now returning as a source of strength 
and pride. Likewise, Samantha grappled with her father’s discomfort with identifying as 
Indigenous, it was only after enrolling that she felt proud of her cultural identity. For Michelle, 
this was also the case, and for her the embracing of diversity within Indigeneity enabled her to 
have ‘some kind of family to connect to’. This resonated with Tina who felt greater comfort in 
identifying as Indigenous and was empowered to explore her Aboriginality upon studying at 
university.  
 
Summary of the Findings 
 
 Through written narratives, focus group discussions and in-depth narrative interviews, 
19 Indigenous undergraduate students provided insights into their experiences at university. 
The analysis of the data supports the notion that higher education is a potential site of 
transformation for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. Evident across the narratives 
was the fact that university had fostered significant change for the student participants. These 
changes related to the development of a strong sense of self-efficacy developed through 
supportive relationships formed as a result of their engagement with university study, increased 




The theme of family also featured prominently. The student participants discussed the positives 
and negatives of family in relation to their university journeys and identified the importance of 
family support, but also the barriers that family may put up in the way of their university 
studies. Finally, the participant narratives reflected on the role that their engagement with 
university, through their learning, their relationship to the Indigenous centre and other 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people strengthened and affirmed their cultural identity 
and, in some instances, positively reinforced the cultural identities of their loved ones. A key 
element missing from many of the studies involving learners in the context of transformation 
was the student voice in relation to their experience of change. Most studies focused on 
whether or not transformation had occurred, however, few examined what this may have meant 


























CHAPTER FIVE      
 
 




 This chapter seeks to interpret the findings in Chapter Four with consideration to the 
research question, the relevant literature and theoretical concepts outlined in the Chapter Two. 
Implications for future research and practice are discussed and the strengths and limitations of 
this study will be explored. The findings of this study suggest that universities have the potential 
to be sites of transformative learning for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. It was 
evident from all of the student participant narratives that university learning had, in some way, 
transformed their perspectives, frames of reference, sense of self-efficacy and self-awareness. 
The three key themes that emerged from the findings support this view. Because of their 
engagement at the cultural interface, students reported the development of self-efficacy and self-
worth, and for some the confidence to undertake further studies. Also, the positive environment 
allowed for new supportive relationships to be formed, while older relationships were reflected 
upon and either renegotiated or ended. Furthermore, while family was seen as something of a 
paradoxical influence, the importance of family support was seen as key to their growth and 
increased maturity. Additionally, many students experienced an affirming and strengthening of 
their cultural identity throughout their time at university. These themes will be explored in 
further detail in the proceeding chapter.   
 
Perceived development of self-efficacy 
Underpinning transformative learning theory is the notion of change; that individuals 
engaging with learning within particular contexts are in some way transformed by their 
encounters with educative experiences. These experiences commonly disorient, challenge, and 
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provoke students to reconsider their perspectives, frames of reference and worldviews. Where 
transformative learning occurs, such a process often leads to the formation of new identities 
and relationships that promote greater self-belief and self-confidence amongst the learners 
(Mezirow, 1991). A significant theme emerging from this study was that the students 
developed a greater sense of self-efficacy and confidence in three key ways: 1) new 
relationships formed at university; 2) achievements made along the way and 3) an increased 
perception of self-worth and personal wellbeing.  
Peer relationships important in developing self-efficacy and confidence 
Peer relationships were perceived as being critical to the development of the students’ 
sense of self-efficacy, confidence and persistence at university. The students’ engagement with 
university studies was often new to not only them as individuals, but also their families and 
support networks. This makes undertaking university studies a complex task as students are 
required, for the first time, and often alone, to negotiate new methods of teaching, new 
technologies and systems, unfamiliar vocabulary and independent, self-directed learning. In 
negotiating these complexities, the student participants articulated the importance of 
developing new friendships at university as being critical to feeling a firm sense of belonging 
in the new learning context and more confident in their ability to succeed in their studies. In 
finding like-minded people to share their learning experiences with, the students established 
strong networks that provided support, motivation and mentorship. For students who are first 
generation students, such challenges and circumstances are common (O’Shea & Stone, 2011). 
However, for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, this experience is often made 
more complex by the need to navigate such challenges at the cultural interface, where 
dominant discourses within the academy marginalise Indigenous people, culture and histories 
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while simultaneously having the potential to empower students, their families and their 
communities (Nakata, 2007).  
 Consistent throughout all of the student narratives was the importance of peer 
relationships in negotiating the cultural interface; the life worlds within and beyond the 
institution that equally enable and stifle students in pursuing their goals and ambitions (Nakata, 
2007). Support from peers and role models provided the students with clarity and motivation to 
overcome obstacles to their success. Nakata’s (2007) conceptualisation of the cultural interface 
reminds us that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander university students are required to 
navigate a complex, ambiguous and liminal space that, while constitutive of both Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous ways of knowing and being, perpetually position Indigenous people as the 
“known”, not the “knowers”. This positioning of Indigenous people as the “known” is 
pervasively evident not only in the production and dissemination of knowledge but also within 
everyday spaces that form the context of Indigenous lives at university. For example, this is 
particularly pronounced when observing non-Indigenous students’ adverse responses to being 
required to undertake subjects that centre Indigenous epistemologies, perspectives, histories 
and scholarship (Mukandi & Bond, 2019).  Nakata (2007, p. 12) explains that within such a 
context, non-Indigenous students are the outsiders in a world of experience that forces them to 
understand and feel the experience of not being a “knower” within the context of formal 
learning. This juxtaposition, to the experiences of many Indigenous students, is critical to 
reflect on and understand. While there may be fleeting moments of discomfort for non-
Indigenous students in their university journeys, for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
students, this sense of alienation can be enduring and difficult to negotiate. The development of 
relationships within a community of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peers was vital in 
affirming the participants’ sense of belonging and confidence to persist with their studies 
within what is a challenging and contested space. 
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The sense of connectedness and community between Indigenous university students in 
this study, reflects Nakata’s (2007) observation that a shared inter-subjective understanding of 
Indigenous experiences at the cultural interface is important in repositioning Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people as “knowers” within a space that perpetually locates Indigenous 
people as the “known”. This cultural interface is a liminal space where students are asked to 
operate through a “constant process of endless and often unconscious negotiations between 
these frames – or reference points – for viewing, understanding, and knowing the world…often 
in quite contradictory, ambiguous, or ambivalent ways” (Nakata, 2007, p. 10).  
In undertaking university studies, many of the student participants reflected on how 
important and encouraging it was to meet like-minded individuals. These new relationships, 
often with their Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peers, were important sources of 
inspiration, support, encouragement and presented opportunities for learning from one another. 
Relationships are understood as being critical to the transformative learning process. Mezirow 
identified the importance of relationships in both the initial conceptualisation of his theory 
(1975) and in later revisions (1995).  However, a key critique of Mezirow’s theory has been a 
lack of attention paid to the direct impact that subjective relationships have on transformative 
learning (Taylor, 1997). In acknowledging this critique, Mezirow (1995) revised his theory to 
emphasise the role of relationships in the transformative learning process. There are now three 
phases of transformative learning that directly reference and relate to relationships: exploration 
of new relationships (Phase 5), renegotiating relationships and negotiating new relationships 
(Phase 9) and building competence and self-confidence in new relationships (Phase 10).  
Phases 5, 9 and 10 were evident in the student narratives.  
Building relationships with other students who were also on their own university 
journey proved critical in building students’ sense of confidence in undertaking further studies. 




peers who role modelled persistence and success proved affirming for the students 
participating in this study. The ability to also reach out for support from others was important, 
while for some there was also a sense of reward and camaraderie in being able to provide 
advice and support to others. The students were also able to learn from one another in regards 
to the specifics of their curriculum, the ways in which they could ease the study/home life 
tensions and manage the university acculturation process. These findings reinforce other 
studies that also highlight the importance of relationships in the transformative learning 
process (Madsen, 2009; Sohn et al., 2016).  
Common throughout the narratives was the reflection that these newer relationships 
sometimes contrasted significantly with those that existed prior to their engagement with 
university studies. For some of the student participants, this meant that they now found 
relationships that were once important, as being less fulfilling than before and what they once 
had in common was no longer the case as time went on. As the students critically reflected on 
this phenomenon, it was often articulated as being underpinned by a sense of change – students 
now thought about things differently or were perceived to have changed as individuals, in some 
ways, leaving behind a former version of themselves. This aligns with Mezirow’s Phase 8: 
provisional trying on of new roles. As students became more comfortable with their new 
learning environment, the other individuals within it and gradually acquired new skills, the 
students adopted new roles within and external to the university. Such changes impacted 
relationships, both existing and new. 
As many of the students progressed throughout their studies they were exposed to new 
perspectives and new ways of thinking about the world around them within both the formal and 
informal learning contexts. Throughout the transformative learning process, new perspectives 
are often socialised with peers, family and friends and are either validated, nuanced or 




recalibrate or renegotiate the changed relationships that result from these new perspectives 
(Mezirow, 1991). For instance, Nadia’s new views on her faith, Declan’s decision to end 
friendships that did not support his study and career ambitions or Fredrick’s new selective 
approach to who he decides to spend time with outside of university. For some this meant the 
breakdown of their marriage (e.g. Michelle and Nadia), while for others the ending of intimate 
relationships or close friendships (e.g. Declan, Will, Fredrick). These instances reflect 
Mezirow’s Phase 9, the building of self-confidence in new roles and relationships. As the 
students became more secure in their identities as learners and more confident as individuals, 
they were able to dissolve problematic relationships and manage existing ones on renegotiated 
terms (e.g. Michelle’s relationship to her mother).  
 
Development of confidence and sense of belonging through achievement and success 
The students’ sense of achievement and accomplishment were pivotal in their 
development of confidence and self-efficacy. Achievement in assessment, for a number of the 
students, marked a pivotal moment that solidified a sense of belonging within the context of 
higher education. Such successes encouraged the students to persist with their studies despite 
the various challenges they may have faced. While assessment was often regarded as a source 
of anxiety, many of the participants identified achievement – having passed difficult tasks or 
performing better than expected – as being pivotal turning points in their learning journeys. In 
terms of retention and student persistence assessments are critical moments that challenge 
students (Morgan & Nutt, 2006) and the experience can enhance confidence and self-efficacy 
(Meer & Chapman, 2014).  Krause (2001) argues that students’ first encounters with university 
assessment are akin to a rite of passage into higher education.  
It is not uncommon for some students, particularly under-represented students, to feel 




Despite earning their admission to higher education studies, some students felt like ‘imposters’ 
(Clance & Imes, 1978; Schwartz, 2018). In order to overcome this sense of exclusion and 
alienation, students must feel a sense of entitlement and belonging through the development of 
a ‘student identity’ (Chapman, 2017), and a critical way in which students solidify this identity 
is through achievement and academic success (Kasworm, 2010). In examining the students’ 
narratives, imposter syndrome was overcome through achievement in assessment. With 
positive feedback on their assessments, many students’ sense of belonging at university was 
bolstered. The findings of this study reinforce Chapman (2017) and Kasworm (2010) notion 
that achieving in assessment is a key point of validation and confirmation of the students’ 
academic ability and capacity to engage successfully with university study.  
In addition to achieving in assessment, the student identities were shaped by 
interactions with fellow students, staff, and classroom activities (Scanlon, Rowling and Weber, 
2007). The aforementioned discussion exploring the importance of peer relationships partially 
demonstrates this. As students found like-minded peers and progressed successfully through 
their degrees of study, the students strengthened their identities as deserved scholars and 
learners, and according to O’Shea and Stone (2011), the development of this new identity is 
both ‘life changing’ and ‘transformational’ for the student.  
The students in the current study identified academic achievement as being pivotal 
moments in their university journey in a way that not only gave them the confidence to persist 
with their studies but imbued many with the belief that they belonged at university – they were 
not merely imposters waiting to be caught out. A newly formed academic identity encouraged 
the students to continue their studies (e.g. Sally, Katie, Declan) and reflect with pride on the 
progress they had made since embarking on university learning (e.g. Will, Michael and Sarah).  
An emergent line of enquiry within transformative learning discourse, is the notion that the 




change in relation to transformative learning (Illeris, 2014). For participants in this study, 
identity change pertained to both academic identity and also cultural identity. This highlights 
that transformation in learning, as articulated in the now extensive body of literature on 
Mezirow’s theory, has shifted beyond its original conceptualisation centred on changed 
perspectives, frames of reference and habits of mind. Research on transformative learning has 
shown broader areas of change that extend beyond the cognitive and into the social, emotional 
and environmental (Illeris, 2007). This is something that Mezirow broadly accepts (Mezirow 
2006) and is reinforced by this study.  
This affirming experience is particularly important for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander students at the cultural interface. Nakata (2008) reminds us that the disciplines and 
bodies of knowledge students engage with pose particular challenges to Indigenous students 
that extend beyond potential deficits in prerequisite academic skills. The ways in which 
university disciplines of study differ to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ culture, 
history, Indigenous knowledge, and perspectives, has a considerable impact on student 
performance at university (Nakata et al., 2008). Throughout almost all disciplines, with the 
exclusion of perhaps Indigenous studies, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students are 
intellectually isolated, and to succeed “they must layer in meanings from another unrepresented 
world and process these alongside disciplinary concepts and meanings” (Nakata, 2007b, p. 
364). Additionally, the ways in which these disciplines come to ‘know’ and represent 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are largely informed not by Indigenous thought, 
but by Western epistemologies. While inclusive curriculum design goes some way to address 
this, the complexities of the cultural interface call for an understanding of the ways in which 
Indigenous students navigate such complex terrain and enable Indigenous students to engage 
with academia productively on their terms (Nakata, 2007b; 2008). The student narratives 
162 
captured in this study contributes to this work through providing useful insights into the ways 
that students experience university learning. Furthermore, as Nakata reminds us: 
The knowledge within the disciplines that circumscribes the ways Indigenous people 
are understood is now accessible to Indigenous people. We [Indigenous people] need to 
scrutinise it for how it discursively and textually produces a position for us (and others) 
to read ourselves in this world (Nakata, 2007b, p.365). 
The narratives in this study highlight the various ways in which Indigenous students are 
grappling with this, on top of the multiple and intersecting issues that impact their study and 
lives. The students’ reflection on achievement as being critical moments in their journeys 
demonstrate their ability and willingness to engage with academic disciplines on their terms. 
Their academic successes are important as they remind them of their right to engage and 
participate fully within higher education. This is vital in ensuring that students are not only 
equipped as thinkers within their disciplines but positions them well to become “knowers” 
within their scholarly and professional fields with the ability to generate new knowledge that 
can continue to reshape and redefine the academy.  
Self-worth and personal wellbeing 
A smaller, yet nonetheless important, theme is related to the mental health and 
wellbeing of the students participating in this study. Threaded throughout the student 
narratives, is that the experiences were ultimately positive despite challenges and stressful 
periods. For a number of students, their engagement with university had also positively 
impacted their sense of wellbeing. It is difficult to interpret and understand this finding in 
isolation, hence it and will be discussed in the broader context of the students’ perceived 
development of self-efficacy and confidence, undoubtedly influenced by the formation of 




Neither the cultural interface or transformative learning theories explicitly address the 
health and wellbeing of learners within their explications. While both position the locale of the 
learner within ambiguous and complex spaces, neither theoretical frameworks adequately 
explore the implications for student health and wellbeing. However, Nakata (2007) 
recommended further investigation into the ways in which Indigenous students experience the 
demands of learning at the cultural interface. Responding to Nakata’s recommendation, 
Toombs (2011) undertook studies that explored the impact of university life on the social and 
emotional wellbeing of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students across seven higher 
education institutions in Australia. Toombs (2011) found that students with a diminished sense 
of wellbeing were also poorly academically prepared and experienced issues of lowered self-
esteem. Conversely, students who articulated a strong relationship to their cultural identity 
reported an increased sense of self-worth and self-esteem which, in turn, enabled better 
engagement with their studies (Toombs, 2011). Such findings resonate with this research. 
Across the narratives in this study, the students articulated a positive experience of university 
that correlated with individual perceptions of increased self-efficacy and confidence. 
Furthermore, the strengthening and affirming of the students’ cultural identities reinforce 
Toombs’ (2011) findings that showed the more closely students related to their Indigeneity, the 
more comfortable they felt at university through the support of other Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people. 
 
Influence of family on student journeys 
Families featured prominently in the student narratives. Across the stories were 
powerful examples of familial support, motivation and encouragement for the students 
throughout their journeys. A clear finding of the study was how important support from family 




this was overwhelmingly the case, the student narratives also revealed the complex interplay 
between the students’ university aspirations and ambitions, and the ways in which they had to 
be balanced with family perceptions of higher education. While the student narratives primarily 
emphasise positive family support, some of the students highlighted ambivalence, disapproval, 
and obstruction from partners, parents or extended family towards their engagement with 
higher education. The ways in which some of the students negotiated this complexity provides 
key insights into the impact higher education has on the lives of not only Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander students, but also their families and the transformation of relationships that can 
consequently occur. 
The participants’ narratives identified family as being a key pillar of support.  While 
many of the students participating in the study were the first in their families to undertake 
university studies, key members in their respective families supported the students’ 
endeavours. For some it was their parents who were encouraging and even adamant that their 
children would go to university. For others it was their grandparents, siblings or partner who 
motivated them to pursue and continue with university learning. These findings are supported 
by similar studies on Indigenous students in higher education both in Australia and further 
abroad (Barney, 2016; Bingham et al., 2014; Cameron & Robinson, 2014; Shah & Widin, 
2010; West et al., 2014).  
Conversely, however, for some of the participants, members of their family, both 
immediate and ‘extended’, were perceived as being disapproving or disruptive to the students’ 
engagement with university studies. While this was in a minority of cases, it presents two key 
nuances worth further exploration in relation to transformative learning at the cultural 
interface. The first pertains to attitudes expressed by members of some of the students’ 
extended family that implied that their engagement with university studies represented a 




who had partners who were indifferent or unsupportive of their loved one pursuing further 
studies. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ relationships with higher education 
remains fraught and complex. Despite the presence of Indigenous scholarship within the 
academy for more than half a century, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students’ pursuit of 
a university education continues to present, simultaneously, both risk and reward. According to 
Nakata, for Indigenous people, engagement with higher education has meant  
running the risk of blindly taking on the knowledge and practices that have served to 
keep us in a subjugated position. We lose some of ourselves in the process, for 
educating ourselves via these institutions to overcome our subordinate position brings 
the risk of submerging or erasing those elements of our own lifeworlds that define us as 
a distinct group (Nakata 2007a, p. 26). 
 
It is within this context that familial responses to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
engagement with university studies should be considered and understood. For two participants 
in particular (Samantha and Michael), members of their family challenged their decision to 
take up university learning. The commonality across both of these narratives was the assertion 
that in undertaking university studies the students were changed through their engagement with 
‘white fella stuff’, which in turn distanced them from their family, culture and identity. Such 
responses to Indigenous engagement with higher education are not uncommon (Nakata, 2013).  
While these two particular narratives highlight the tensions some Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander students may need to negotiate, it is important to emphasise that this was not prevalent 
across all of the student narratives. Nonetheless, it is a phenomenon that has been noted in the 
literature relating to Indigenous peoples’ engagement with higher education (Bond, 2007; Hill 
et al., 2020; Paradies, 2007).  
 Family members’ distrust of higher education is understandable given the academy’s 




sensitivity and awareness of this problematic, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 
continue to experience knowledge produced about them and without them, often attached to 
significant funding and resources that, in the end, have marginal benefit to Indigenous people 
and their communities. The disconnect between the core of the intellectual work, often 
tangentially involving Indigenous agency or governance, and the community it purports to 
know, is tangential to those who are the “known”. The disciplines that have been, and continue 
to be, fundamental to Australia’s higher education sector have shaped and informed a discourse 
that positions Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people as being intellectually adolescent, of 
lower intelligence and incapable of advanced education (Nakata, 2007). These acts, as forms of 
epistemic violence, are not easily forgotten by Indigenous people in Australia. Not only are 
they documented as part of the historical archive, they remain in the living memories of 
community members. Therefore, it would be simplistic to assume it is not without sound 
reason Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people question the impact of their peoples’ 
engagement with Western knowledge at the cultural interface. Such nuances to the student 
narratives, however, highlight two things; the first is the importance of family also being 
welcomed on the university journey and two, ongoing, deep and critical reflection on the ways 
in which universities position Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in the work they do.  
As the students progressed through their studies, formed new relationships, explored 
new ideas and perspectives, gained confidence and a sense of belonging at university, 
relationships between the students and those at home – their parents, partners, siblings or 
extended family – were perceived to be changing. This was identified in the narratives of two 
mature age women in the study whose male partners were unsupportive of their decision to 
take up further studies. One participant described her partner’s attitude and behaviour as a 
direct effort to sabotage her academic success, and the other participant describes her partner’s 
intimidation of her new-found interests related to their learning. The result of the participants’ 
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engagement with transformative learning processes led to divorce for both students (Nadia and 
Michelle). While the foundational premise upon which transformative learning emerged was 
informed by the experiences of mature aged women (re)entering into adult education 
(Mezirow, 1978), there is little exploration of the gendered nature of transformative learning. 
Furthermore, while some studies have focussed on this intersection, for the most part, the 
discourse on the theory remains largely silent on women in learning (Irving & English, 2011). 
Nevertheless, in both of these circumstances, the personal transformations that the women 
went through as part of their university learning journeys, were catalysts for their relationships 
with their partners to dissolve. For both women, their male partners felt that either it was not 
their place to be at university (Nadia) or that a woman’s pursuit of higher education was 
perceived as being threatening or intimidating, and such a phenomenon is reminiscent of the 
Educating Rita Syndrome (Caldwell, 2008).  In Nadia’s case, she attributes, the skills and 
confidence that she acquired through her university studies as being integral to her decision to 
seek a divorce and full custody of her children. In Michelle’s narrative she recounts that her 
partner believed she was changing and becoming ‘too good’ for him, and this resulted in a 
divorce on amicable terms.  Both participants reported that their transformative changes were 
noticeable to not only themselves, but other people around them and it resulted from the 
transformative impact of their experience at university.  
In analysing these particular narratives, it is evident that each of the women went 
through Phases 5-10 of transformative learning: exploration of options for new roles, 
relationships and actions (new identity as student and new relationships with peers); acquiring 
new knowledge as skills for implementing one’s plan (Nadia’s use of key learning in the 
divorce process, Michelle’s new approach to relationships with her mother and partner); 
planning a new course of action (ending their relationships or renegotiating existing ones); 
trying on new roles (as students and independent person); building confidence in new role 
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(embracing new challenges and shifting away from partners’ support/supporting partners); 
consolidating this to shape their lives on their own terms.  
For many of the participants, their engagement with university studies significantly 
changed their relationships with members of their family. Students reflected on their change 
and transformation, which resulted in the exploration of the tensions that emerge with their 
families. Some students felt that the more educated they became, the more distanced and 
different they felt to their families, and they felt marginalised for the ways in which they were 
perceived to be changing or ‘different’ as a result of their engagement with university learning. 
For others, it was the development of knowledge and skills from their university journey that 
empowered them to negotiate existing complex issues within their familial relationships.  
These students demonstrated critical aspects of transformative learning: critical self-reflection, 
an ability to redefine the problem at hand and transforming old perspectives and assumptions 
that underpinned previous approaches to resolving the issue (Mezirow, 1985). For instance, 
Michelle had long considered her mother was a ‘horrible Mum’. For many years she could not 
understand her mother’s ambivalence towards her education and career ambitions. This long-
standing tension was only resolved as Michelle, through her university learning, came to 
understand the impact her mother’s traumatic upbringing has had on her as an individual and a 
mother. This has meant Michelle can now approach her relationship with her mother with 
much more patience and acceptance while still acknowledging the impact of her own 
upbringing on her life as an adult. As Mezirow (1991) argues, such critical reflection is the 
central element to transformative learning that requires learners to reconcile the deep feelings 





This was also particularly pronounced as students challenged their family’s 
perspectives on a range of social issues such as discrimination and racism. In a number of 
cases, what the students had learned at university changed their perspectives that, at times, put 
them in opposition to their families. Views that were once perhaps accepted or tolerated were 
now being openly disagreed with by the students underpinned by their learning at university. 
This aligns closely with Mezirow’s theory. The students reflected critically on, and examined, 
their own beliefs before constructing new meanings (Mezirow, 1991). In dialogue with others, 
what Mezirow (1991) refers to as rational discourse, these new perspectives were then tested 
and refined through learning processes and integrated into the way they understood and 
articulated their attitudes, values and beliefs towards the world around them. For the families, 
this was new. The incremental nature of these changes, seemed to appear rapidly to the 
students’ loved ones, and the person that they felt they knew, was now articulating their view 
of the world that was either unfamiliar or challenging. The students recounted feelings of 
frustration as they reflected on their families’ retorts of “talking in that university talk” and 
being “too good” to be part of the family, the students were able to reconcile these feelings 
through self-reflection, empathy, understanding, emotional intelligence and tolerance. For 
some students, this led to stronger relationships and greater understanding between them and 
their families regarding university studies, and in some instances, the students’ engagement 
with university became a source of pride for the students’ families.  
 
Affirming of students’ relationships to their Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
cultural identity 
 
 Engaging with university studies had, for some of the students, profoundly transformed 
their perspectives on, and relationships to, their Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 




critical in fostering these changes. Furthermore, relationships were again understood as being 
integral to this aspect of transformation as changes to perspectives occurred through rational 
discourse within a community external to the formal learning context. Such a finding is 
consistent with transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 1991). The Indigenous centre 
enabled students to explore their own identity and culture in relationship to other Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people. This decidedly relational process highlighted for a number of 
the student participants, the extent to which they held negative or ambivalent attitudes towards 
their own cultural identity. This reflection enabled the students to shift toward more positive 
frames of reference in relation to their own Indigeneity and supports the emerging argument 
within transformative learning discourse that asserts one’s identity should the considered the 
primary domain of transformation (Illeris, 2014). These relational experiences challenged the 
students’ preconceived notions of what it meant to be Indigenous and enabled the construction 
of a new, more discerning and nuanced articulation of their own identities as Indigenous 
people; a phenomenon that represents what Mezirow (1991) refers to as a transformed frame of 
reference. Furthermore, this shift, at times, extended beyond the individual to positively 
changing the ways in which members of their own family expressed their relationships to their 
culture and Aboriginality.  
Australia’s colonial legacy and the ongoing impacts of colonisation are important to 
acknowledge in the analysis of the negative or ambivalent ways in which the students 
perceived their own cultural identities. For some, their parents were a part of the Stolen 
Generation and were disconnected, systematically, from their families, a practice that 
continued into the mid-1970s (Wilkie, 1997). Others had parents who, for various reasons, 
chose to ignore or hide their Indigeneity and encouraged their children to be silent on their 
cultural backgrounds. Two students also faced explicit racism from non-Indigenous members 




by a number of the students who, in being subjected to this racism, embraced a deleterious idea 
of who they are. However, their interactions with other Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people at the University ensured that all students who encountered this phenomenon, emerged 
through their experience at university with an affirmed relationship to their Indigeneity. 
Some of the students, prior to engaging with university, held simplistic and narrow 
views about other Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. Given these students’ 
encounters with racism, the silencing of their identities and systematic disruption to the lives of 
the generations before them, it is unsurprising that upon entering into an Indigenous space at 
university, the students had their views about Indigeneity challenged and transformed. The 
students who encountered such experiences, along with all Australians, are inheritors of a 
historical legacy of colonial discourse that constructs an understanding of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander identities in ways that position Indigenous people as being homogenous, 
unchanging, uncivilised and, therefore, lessor in comparison to non-Indigenous people. The 
corollary of such thinking is the idea that being Indigenous is something to be performed in 
prescribed ways, something to be ashamed of or something to be hidden. This discursive 
positioning is one that is, for some, internalised in the ways Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people relate to their cultural identities.  
Nakata’s (2007b) conceptualisation of the cultural interface elucidates these 
complexities in reminding us that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander learners are grounded 
in both Indigenous and Western epistemologies and lived experiences. However, a simplistic 
way in which some may understand this is through the notion that Indigenous students must 
simultaneously walk in two incommensurable and hermetically sealed worlds to successfully 
engage with university studies. However, this idea reinforces a binary that excludes the 
realities of many, if not all, Indigenous people. The subjective experiences of Indigenous 




themselves, those around them and their broader contexts. At the cultural interface, this often 
positions Indigenous learners in a contested space that necessitates a constant process of 
change, negotiation and adaptation. As Nakata argues, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people 
subscribe with varying degrees of commitment, both in time and space, to various 
positions depending on the moment, depending on what experiences, capacities, 
resources, and discourses we have to draw on, according to what is at stake for us, or 
our family, or our community, and so on, and according to past experiences, current 
realities, aspirations, and imagined futures (Nakata 2007a, p. 10). 
 
Prior to their engagement with other Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people within the 
context of higher education, many of the students held on to a frame of reference about 
Indigeneity, imbued through historical and social discourse, that afforded them a problematic 
view of their own cultural identity that, in other contexts, has served them well. However, 
entering into a transformative space at the cultural interface encouraged the students to reflect 
on these long-held attitudes and re-evaluate old frames of reference towards a 
conceptualisation of their own identities that became a source of strength and positivity in a 
way that contrasted significantly to their way of thinking before commencing university 
studies. The importance of relationships between Indigenous students and staff, fostered by the 
Indigenous centre, cannot be underestimated. This is reinforced by existing literature pertaining 
to the success of Indigenous students at university (e.g. Behrendt et al., 2012; Day & Nolde, 
2009; Hall et al., 2015; Herbert, 2006; Kinnane et al., 2014; Pechenkina & Anderson, 2011; 
Shah & Widin, 2010; West et al., 2014). 
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This change was evident not only for the individual students, but also had a significant 
impact on other Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people within their families. For those 
who had parents who were reluctant or uncomfortable to identify with their Indigeneity, their 
children in the midst of negotiating the cultural interface, invited their loved ones into a space 
of transformation that begun to shift their thinking about what it means to be Indigenous. This 
began to rebuff generations of harmful discourse that compelled individuals and communities 
to be ashamed of who they are. This is perhaps the most significant aspect of transformation at 
the cultural interface. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander agency and empowerment through 
higher education has begun to challenge and contest racist ideas about Indigenous people that 
have long oppressed Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, families and communities.  
Recommendations 
The diversity reflected in the students’ narratives call for a nuanced understanding of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cohorts entering into university and the broad range of 
lived experiences they bring with them and the contexts from which they come. The findings 
of this study demonstrate there is no homogenous Indigenous experience of university, while 
there are commonalities, each student’s journey is as unique as the individual that is telling the 
story. Therefore, a standardised approach to supporting Indigenous student success within 
higher education must give way to tailored interventions that recognise and understand 
individual subjectivities and experiences at the cultural interface (Pechenkina, 2015). 
Embracing this complexity enables universities to better meet the needs of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander students in a way that is responsive to the individual and reflexive in its 
acknowledgement of the broad historical and structural factors that shape the lives of 
Indigenous students. Furthermore, all of the students in this study are variously, yet 




Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander educational outcomes are to trend towards parity with 
non-Indigenous Australians.  
Responding to the diversity within Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cohorts 
requires a systematised approach to student support. While Indigenous participation in higher 
education remains low, there are still sizeable cohorts of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
students that require individualised and tailored support. Seeking to support, in some instances, 
more than 1000 Indigenous students across a range of course levels at a university, institutions 
require approaches towards student success that enable a clear understanding of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander students in a holistic and comprehensive way (Nakata, 2013). While 
Indigenous centres within universities are often critical to this work, they are but one 
component of an institutional support ecosystem. Support staff need to be able to predict 
student needs and understand the enablers and barriers to their success. Insights garnered from 
across the breadth of the institution, such as students’ interactions with student support 
services, health and wellbeing support, careers centres, scholarships etc. all inform support 
conversations with students that can encourage them to reflect on their progress, successes and 
achievements. Understanding their student journeys enables universities to support the 
retention and completion of Indigenous students regardless of their narratives leading into and 
throughout their entry into university. For instance, enabling Indigenous student support staff 
to access such information facilitates tailored conversations with individual students that foster 
student reflections on their achievements whether they be academic or otherwise, in order to 
build students’ sense of confidence and belonging as university students.  
According to the findings of this research, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander success 
at university is, at least within the site investigated, primarily a consequence of Indigenous 
thought, leadership and support. The relationships between Aboriginal and Torres Strait 




students’ negotiation of the cultural interface and the transformations that took place. This 
finding suggests that university administrators and Indigenous leaders within the higher 
education sector, must recognise the importance of this and ensure that, despite rapid change to 
learning and teaching in the 21st century, institutions continue to innovate and provide ways in 
which Indigenous students can form relationships, support one another and develop 
confidence, self-efficacy and pride in their identities as students and Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people.  
Families have a critical role to play in the journeys of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander university students. Higher education institutions should look to understand, 
acknowledge and leverage the support that families provide to their loved ones who are 
embarking on university studies. Seeking to communicate and involve family throughout 
various points of the students’ journey, where appropriate, will enable and recognise the vital 
role that they play in the success of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. 
Communicating this to families of students via social media, community engagement and other 
forms of interaction reinforces the importance of this support and has the potential to model 
ways in which other families can empower their loved ones to engage fully with their studies. 
Universities must also take some responsibility in communicating the value of higher 
education to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, families and communities, through 
the voices of those Indigenous students engaging at the cultural interface. Examples that 
highlight both the positive and more challenging aspects of university life will be critical in 
assisting peoples’ decision making in relation to their potential engagement with university 
studies. A realistic Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander led communication strategy, that 
captures the ups and downs of university life, will enable students and their families to 




Where family relationships are more complex, universities should consider how it can 
effectively communicate the potential ways in which students’ engagement with higher 
education may change relationships with their partners and families. According to the findings 
of this study, the demands on time and energy placed upon students has downstream impacts 
on those around them. Preparing students for such potential challenges will ensure that students 
are equipped with an understanding of this phenomenon and enable students to consider ways 
to mitigate impact and manage the potentially changing nature of their relationships. Providing 
students with the meta-language to interpret and understand the changes they experience in 
their relationships with loved ones as a result of their engagement with higher education is 
important in ensuring students feel supported, understood and affirmed in their decision to 
pursue their ambitions. 
Finally, for a number of the students in this study, their engagement with university led 
to a stronger relationship to their identity as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. 
Relationships formed between the students and other Indigenous students and staff enabled an 
exploration of their cultural identities exposed them to new narratives about what it meant to be 
a part of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities. Universities should consider the 
ways in which Indigenous students can explore, both informally and formally, their own 
culture and identities. Such opportunities should be embedded within curriculum, assessment, 
peer support activities and the physical and digital landscapes of the university. 
Further research is recommended to extend on the findings of this research. A larger 
study exploring more student participant narratives across a number of institutions with 
varying student demographics would provide further insight into the findings of this study. 
Furthermore, a longitudinal approach to future research would enable an exploration of 
transformation over an extended period of time and its potential impact on student 




recommended that different modes of learning be explored as most of the students engaged in 
this study undertook their learning primarily in an on-campus environment. The ever-
increasing role of online learning warrants further exploration of this dimension of learning for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. Furthermore, while the cultural interface is 
embraced by much of the Indigenous academy, more needs to be understood about the extent 
to which the broader Australian higher education sector acknowledge and understand life at the 




 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students’ engagement with higher education has 
the potential to be significantly transformative. The complexities of the cultural interface, 
within the context of a university, presents a space of tension wherein which students are 
challenged to navigate structural and institutional barriers to achievement and success. The 
focus on institutional change to ensure higher education is a space where Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people are free to engage with learning unencumbered by racism and 
deficit discourses is critical. It is an ongoing piece of work that Indigenous scholars continue to 
lead by challenging the exclusionary ways in which universities may marginalise and diminish 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander knowledge, people and cultures. However, it must be 
recognised and highlighted that Indigenous students do not negotiate these institutional barriers 
alone or in isolation. Evident throughout the narratives presented in this study, is the criticality 
of other Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in encouraging others to engage with such 
complexity and do so with confidence and a sense of purpose and agency. Whether this be 
through peer-support, critical support relationships or families who enable their loved ones to 
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succeed, Indigenous people, families and communities are integral to university students’ 
successful navigation of the cultural interface and academia.  
These relational foundations for student success are complemented by processes of 
change for Indigenous university students that foster new or nuanced ways about how they 
understand themselves as not only students, but also as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people. Such changes lead to greater confidence and self-efficacy in relation to university 
studies and empower students to embrace the idea that higher education is somewhere where 
they may belong. Furthermore, and more importantly, Indigenous leadership, community, 
thought and practice within the academy enables students to not only strengthen their sense of 
who they are as Indigenous people, they are able to reflect on what higher education may mean 
for their lives and the lives of other Aboriginal and Torres Strait people. Additionally, the 
experiences, skills and knowledge gained through university learning provide a basis upon 
which Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people may reframe, redeploy or develop new 
knowledge that centres Indigenous people, culture and histories in ways that may radically 
transform society for the better. However, evident also is the need for concerted, sustained and 
committed work by university leaders to ensure Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students 
engage equitably with the academy in ways that whole-heartedly benefit Indigenous students, 
their families and their communities. The student narratives in this study attest to the potential 
for universities to be positive, transformative spaces. However, understanding that Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people are leading this work, and have done so for decades, is critical 
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Appendix B Participant Consent and Demographics Form 
Transformation at the cultural interface: exploring the transformative experiences of Indigenous students undertaking 
studies at a Western Australian university. 
Participant Consent: 
I have read the information letter regarding this study and in returning this questionnaire, I give my consent to participate in 
this research and confirm that I engage with this study freely. 
Participant’s Pseudonym (Office Use Only) ________________________________________ 
Gender: ____________________________ 
Age: 18-22  23-30   31-40   41-50   51-60   60+  
Place of Birth:__________________ 
What was the highest level of education your parents attained? 
Parent 1___________________________ 
Parent 2___________________________ 
Course Currently Enrolled in:________________________________________ 
How did you gain entry into university? (please circle): Enabling ATAR   Direct Application 
Are you a parent/guardian to dependents?:  Yes   No  
If yes, how many?: ________________ 
What high school did you attend?________________ 
On average, during a semester, how many days per week do you access the [Indigenous Centre at the University?_____ 
In your own words please type an account of your journey to university, your experiences while studying at university 
and where you see yourself heading in the future (Approx 500 words) 
198 
Appendix C Participant Consent Form
199 
200 
Appendix D Focus Group and Interview Questions
201 









Appendix F Ethics Approval (MUHREC) 
 
 
 
